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Abstract
The transition to a new principal in any school setting is an important time for both
students and teachers because principals play a large part in shaping school culture. No
research to date was found that focused on the teacher experience when a new principal is
hired. This interpretive case study sought to understand the teacher experience during a
principal transition and the teachers’ perceptions of the role that the principal played in
the transition. The study site was Lincoln Elementary, a public elementary school
located in Minnesota of the United States. Interviews were conducted from November
2014 to January 2015, with 12 participants, including specialists, English learner
teachers, classroom teachers, a former dean of students, and a principal who formerly
taught at Lincoln. Teachers revealed their experience during a recent principal transition,
which was reported to be positive. Four major themes emerged regarding what teachers
experienced: an improved school work environment, a graphic vision for the school’s
future, more systems to support students and learning, and more building-based
professional development. While this study may not be applicable to other principal
transitions, it added to the body of knowledge by filling a gap regarding the teacher
experience during one principal transition. It highlighted the need for principals to
examine the impact of their actions on teachers, likewise for managers regarding their
employees. This study provided a rare view into what teachers experienced.
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Chapter 1
Background
The time of transition to a new principal is unsettling for teachers, but it can also
be exciting. Principals play a pivotal role in setting the adult and student culture in
schools. It is only natural that selecting the right fit for the school and wondering what
effect a new principal will have on the school culture are among the teachers’ top
concerns. The transition holds promise for teachers that a new principal will maintain the
positive aspects of the school and make changes for the better.
I was particularly interested in this topic because I believe that principal
leadership plays a large role in teacher job satisfaction and the connection teachers have
to their school and classrooms. I grew up as a “public school brat” (as opposed to the
well-known “military brat”). My father was a high-school business teacher and coach for
many years before becoming a guidance counselor. I was at school or athletic events all
the time until I graduated from high school. As an adult, I had several careers before
turning to what I had always thought to be my destiny, a teacher, with my first
assignment as a middle-school math teacher at age 39. I taught for seven years.
Eventually, I moved on and worked as a business agent for Minnesota’s teacher union for
nine years, and then as human resources (HR) director in a suburban Minneapolis public
school district for seven and a half years, where I had been a business agent. I watched,
hired, and counseled many principals over the 23-plus years of working in schools. I
have experienced and watched the rise and fall of teacher job satisfaction, including my
own, as principals left and new ones were hired.
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This study was about one case where the principal transition was reported to have
worked. The new principal in this case was an experienced principal, not a novice. I
heard many positive things about him from teachers in the school, the school secretary,
the teacher union president, other principals, and district administration. For that reason,
I started with the assumption that this principal transition was a positive one. I wanted to
find out more about the reported positive things and if the reports held up. I also wanted
to find out more about why people said positive things about this principal transition. In
particular, in a successful principal transition such as this one, what worked?
Problem Statement
The transition to a new principal in any school setting is an important time for
both students and teachers because principals play a large part in shaping school culture.
I found no research to date that focused on the teacher experience when a new principal is
hired. Thus, a significant contribution has been missing to help better understand these
transitions. Unless teachers are asked about their experiences during the transition to a
new principal, there will continue to be an incomplete understanding of what that
transition looks and feels like for teachers, and what new principals might be able to do to
make the transition more successful from the teacher point of view.
Purpose
The primary purpose of this study was to better understand the teacher experience
during the transition to a new principal. The secondary purpose was to better understand
the teachers’ perceptions of the role that the principal played, if any, in making the
transition positive. While I assumed that the transition was positive based on preliminary
teacher reports, I also wanted to give voice to any teacher who felt that the transition did
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not go well and to find out why, in the teacher’s opinion, it did not. I wanted to hear all
perspectives. I initially picked this school, because I wanted to research a school with a
successful transition. I also picked this school because my interactions with the incoming
principal indicated that he was a systems thinker, open to new ideas, and interested in
organizational development principles.
Research Questions
My first research question was, What was the experience of teachers in a
Minnesota elementary public school during the transition to a new principal, a transition
which was reported to be positive?
My second research question was, What was the perception of teachers about the
principal's role in making the transition a positive experience?
Significance
Potentially, this research has a large audience. Principals (especially beginning
principals) may benefit from its findings, as it has the potential to help them better
understand what happens from the point of view of teachers during principal transitions,
especially what works and what does not. Teachers may benefit from having been heard,
seeing their experience documented, and having their views validated. Principals making
transitions in the future may understand more what teachers want and need during
principal transitions. Administrators, who hire principals, may be able to use the findings
to help shape future principal transitions and ask more pointed questions of principal
candidates during the hiring process about how they would approach the transition. Most
importantly, this research adds to the body of knowledge by filling a gap regarding the
teacher experience during a principal transition.
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Definition of Terms
Lincoln Elementary, or Lincoln. Pseudonym for the elementary school where
this transition took place.
District or school district. Group of schools within certain physical boundaries,
headed by the superintendent of school and elected school board. In some cases, district
may refer to the group of administrators who make up central office management.
Teacher. Teacher or specialist licensed by the Minnesota Board of Teaching to
teach in their area of licensure in a Minnesota public school.
Eligible teacher. A teacher who worked at Lincoln during the 2010-2011 school
year and was working at Lincoln at the time of the research interviews, November, 2014,
through January, 2015.
Transition. First year of principal transition, specifically, 2010-2011. Expanded
during the research interviews to include the prior principal to the present, due to
teachers’ desires to compare and contrast former principals they had worked for and to
talk about their current experiences at the date of their research interview.
Fred. Pseudonym for the Lincoln principal from 2010 to 2015, also the new
principal.
Phil. Pseudonym for the Lincoln principal from 2004 to 2010, also the prior
principal.
Summary
The transition to a new principal in any school setting is an important time for
both students and teachers because principals play a large part in shaping school culture.
This research focused on the teacher experience in one school during a principal
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transition. I found no research to date that addressed the teacher experience during
principal transitions, as most existing literature discussed the principal experience or what
administration can do to make the transition go more smoothly for the principal.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
By definition, an initial literature review for an interpretive case study is limited
because the researcher asks the research question or questions without a preconceived
notion of the outcome and then explores the human experience that caused the researcher
initially to ask the question or questions. In the literature review process, I used multiple
sources including Business Source Premier, Academic Source Premier, Psych INFO, and
Dissertations and Theses; the last proved to be the most productive. I started by
searching for the teacher experience during the transition to a new principal. I found no
research to date that matched my research question, so I broadened the search and looked
for principal transitions or principal successions. I chose not to conduct a broad search
on educational leadership (e.g., superintendents) transitions, business leadership
transitions, or leadership in general, since my study was quite focused. I found much
written on principal transitions, which initially I divided into two themes: principal
transitions/successions (16 references) and teacher-to-administrator transitions (eight
references). Eventually, I excluded the research on teacher-to-administration transitions
because Fred already had administrative experience, unlike teachers moving into
administrative positions for the first time. While there was nothing to date in the
literature regarding the teacher experience during a principal transition, it was important
to explore principal transitions in general, because doing so put into perspective what the
teachers said about their experience under a new principal, even if what was written was
from the point of view of principals or principal supervisors.
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Sixteen studies focused on principal transitions/successions. It should be noted
that they were all written from the principal or principal supervisor point of view. None
focused on the teacher experience of the principal transition. Though this list might not
be exhaustive, it does provide a flavor of the breadth of what has been written in the
educational field regarding principal transitions. I found the following educational
articles that may help the reader understand my research.
Bartlett (2011) addressed planning for principal successions and mentoring and
assistance for new principals. The study showed that there was a lack of long-range
planning by school districts regarding the principal vacancies. In addition, principals in
transition at all levels felt the need for mentoring and assistance. The study also
addressed the best time for new principals to start, the beginning of the school year.
Brickey (1989) performed a multicase study of leadership succession at four
public elementary schools, identifying three elements of the succession process: preentry
phases, entry issues, and succession effects. The author was also a principal and subject
to involuntary reassignment, as were the four principals in his study. He discovered four
points a district should consider: involve the successor in the selection process; make
decisions, announcements, and introductions in a timely and professional manner;
encourage the unrestricted flow of information; and provide support for the transition.
He also discovered five points a successor should consider: leadership succession is a
process, not an event; expect the unexpected; institutional support for the succession
experience may be insufficient; both the successor and people at the new school
experience similar succession processes and feelings; and, last, comparisons are a way of
life.
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Clayton and Johnson (2011) studied one case of a principal high-school transition,
finding that new school leaders needed to analyze school culture before mandating
change. They found that principals needed to focus on getting a read on the school
culture during their initial stage. The case involved a transition from a beloved principal
to a new principal with limited experience, who failed to gauge the school culture before
implementing major changes. When the new principal initiated new practices, teachers
initially showed discontent for them, but ultimately teachers adhered to them with
skepticism.
The grounded theory research of Cockley (2011) revealed a transformation
process in the first 100 days of 10 middle-school principal transitions, which included
positioning self, establishing self, and transforming self. Research centered on the
experiences of these principals. It included principal actions, external and internal
circumstances, individuals who influenced principal actions, principal perceptions of the
influence those actions had on their schools’ future improvement, and principal
perceptions regarding effective transitions.
Cray and Weiler (2011) focused on the preparation needs of new principals and
found three discrete areas of deficit: understanding the range of demands, instructional
practices, and personnel management. Superintendents were asked open-ended questions
about the challenges they observed for newly hired principals.
Decman (2005) researched the priorities of 83 principals in their first year. This
study focused on the principal experience. Principal perceptions at the beginning of the
year were compared to those at the end of the year. Developing trust and building
relationships were identified as dominant priorities at both the beginning and the end.
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Very few priorities changed, although gaining control of time was rated a higher priority
by the end. Overall, principals perceived that establishing a positive climate for learning
was essential for success.
Dethloff (2005) undertook an autoethnographic study in which he shared the
experiences of his administrative transition from one elementary school to another in the
same district. This research was about a principal experience from the principal point of
view. Dethloff stated, “The first few months of an administrative change are crucial in
transforming and shaping a system” (p. 177). His four nonnegotiable expectations of
staff were (a) give all children every opportunity for meaningful learning; (b) expect staff
to treat all students, parents, and colleagues with integrity and respect; (c) as a school
leader, provide an environment that promotes adult and student learning; and (d) treat
every interaction and decision as principal with dignity, courtesy, and based on student
learning. The author offered no data as to how teachers experienced his expectations.
Fink and Brayman (2004) examined educational change in four schools in
Ontario, Canada, and the need for succession planning, examining the influence of
succession on the principals themselves and their schools. This study concluded five
points:
1. Succession planning should become a major policy issue in school jurisdictions.
2. Succession plans must link leadership recruitment, preparation, selection,
assignment, induction, and on-going development in a coherent future-oriented
way.
3. Regularly scheduled principal rotation in turbulent times appears to create more
problems than it solves.
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4. School jurisdictions will need to think in terms of the abilities and backgrounds of
leadership teams rather than putting together senior management teams in a
piecemeal fashion.
5. Top-down reforms tend to undermine the ability of principals to engage with staff
and develop the shared sense of meaning that is necessary to sustain change and
promote deep learning for students.
Fink and Brayman (2006) also performed a multicase study of leadership
succession at eight public schools, arguing that succession is not the key issue, but the
degree of autonomy exercised by principals is the key issue. They found these four
points:
1. The turnover of principals is increasing.
2. Leaders who influenced their schools the most were able to access or develop onthe-job knowledge that prepared them for their jobs.
3. Thoughtful succession plans help sustain school improvement.
4. Leaders themselves have changed, being more concerned about the system’s
agenda and their own careers.
Glasspool (2006) focused on transition assistance in the first year, finding that
organizational socialization rooted in culture, tradition, and trust is more powerful than
professional socialization in terms of a successful succession. The study focused on the
principal experience. It found that creating a successful route for succession starts long
before a new principal is hired; that the principal is no longer a manager—but an
instructional leader, and that experience is more important than university coursework.
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Gomez (2012) explored the first year of three new Jesuit high-school principals in
the United States, creating a snapshot of the principal’s real-life interactions—with
students, faculty, parents, traditions, and histories—that played a major role in
constructing that first year. Three major themes were uncovered: (a) the principal has
three faces: public, private, and semiprivate; (b) faculty morale and decision making are
crucial; and (c) the Jesuit mission has an impact on the transition of a first-year principal.
Gomez stated that the arrival of a new principal automatically brings about change in a
school—whether teachers want the change or not. When the teacher morale is already
low when a new principal begins, teachers not only look to the principal to bring about
change, but hope for it.
Horvath (2007), McCarty (2007), and Kosch (2007) all performed independent
studies on the same data of 10 case studies on Southern California middle-school
principals in their first 90 days. Horvath discovered that the first 90 days were key to the
success of a new principal, as well as that principals who made successful transitions
engaged in specific strategies, behaviors, and characteristics. Principals established
credibility by building and monitoring a vision, built relationships and a collaborative
school-wide culture, earned early wins, led from the middle, and remained visible.
Finally, principals felt they received little practical knowledge from university
preparation programs, so districts needed to create programs to help new leaders during
the transition period and to provide both informal and formal mentors. McCarty’s (2007)
study also revealed that the transition period was critical. During this period, new
successful principals focused on relationships, developed teams, and built credibility by
securing early wins, and determined the appropriate leadership style to match the
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circumstance. The study also demonstrated that university programs do not adequately
prepare aspiring principals for complex challenges. Kosch (2007) concluded that new
principals in turnaround situations found (a) the first 90 days of transition to be
important, (b) the strategies and leadership theories useful to them during the transition
period were varied, and (c) new principals would benefit from university programs
incorporating more practical hands-on learning and collaboration.
Klingaman (2012) performed an autoethnographic study of a principal in
transition, focusing on deciphering the cultural codes of the new school. What deliberate
plan of action can a new principal follow to successfully transition into a new school
culture and environment? This research questions revealed four significant themes for
principals going through transitions: understanding the history, listening and observing,
learning the culture, and building trust. The study concluded that the incoming principal
needs to find the right balance of observing, learning, and respecting the existing culture
and traditions, while quietly determining the areas that need to be addressed to improve
in the future.
Scearcy (1999) looked at the transitions of four secondary-school principals to
new school districts, confirming that effective transition management includes assigning
mentors, establishing and maintaining collegial support groups, and creating
“acclimation” products and activities. She also interviewed the superintendents in the
new districts. The study revealed a contradiction regarding timing of change initiatives
for new principals. Superintendents advocated a wait-and-see year before initiating
change, while the prevailing thought in educational theory at the time advocated
immediate and radical change.
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I examined the literature and found many studies about teachers moving to vice
principal and principal roles (Armstrong, 2012; Buchanan, 1994; Johnson-Huff, 2006;
Lattuca, 2012; Loder & Spillane, 2005; Papke, 1989; Stone-Johnson, 2014; Terkoski,
1995). While I was intrigued by these studies, including them did not add to my findings,
so I excluded them here. These principals in these studies were novices with first-time
appointments.
I want to emphasize that discussing the principal experience during a principal
transition does not mean that I value the principal experience over the teacher experience.
However, this is an academic paper and I needed to look at all sides. The fact remains
that I found nothing written in the literature to date about the teacher experience during a
principal transition and this is in itself significant.
After completing my research, I returned to this chapter and confirmed my
preliminary literature searches. I again found nothing to date in the literature regarding
the teacher experience during the transition to a new principal; therefore, my initial
literature review served as a background for the study. See Chapter 5 for how this
literature review fit my findings.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
I chose interpretive case study as methodology for this study. Interpretive case
studies assume a social constructivist ontology whereby human groups create meaning, as
opposed to positivistic case studies, which assume an objectivistic ontology whereby
reality is unchanging and discovered through experiment (Conbere & Heorhiadi, 2008).
Case studies are complex, functioning things (Stake, 1995). I chose to study one case
because I wanted to delve deeply into it, instead of pursuing several cases on a surface
level, according to Creswell (2007). I chose to study this one particular case in depth
because I believed, based on preliminary reports from teachers and others, that this case
was unusual, deviating from what usually happens during principal transitions. I hoped
to discover what made this case unusual.
Research Design
An interpretive case study offered me the opportunity to study a principal
transition in one school in depth. I wanted to gain insights into the teacher experience by
examining artifacts, having discussions, and getting a feel for the school. In doing so, I
became aware of what other information I needed to gather. Here are the steps I
contemplated when I wrote my dissertation proposal:


Review hard data regarding the school: student demographics, test scores,
behavioral referrals, student and parent survey data, and teacher turnover.



Review school documents of what happened during the first year of the transition.



Interview principal.



Interview participants.
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After each research interview, share my preliminary interpretations with each
participant who wished to participate and then revise, as needed, to validate my
interpretation of their individual experiences.



Establish links, if any, between participant’s perceptions and Fred’s intentions.



Explore connections, if any, between the principal transition and changes in
participants’ work lives, classroom, and personal lives.



Explore themes and patterns of the teacher experience during this transition.
I did not complete all contemplated steps. I will discuss which steps I completed

and did not complete in Chapter 4. I will also explain what happened during the course
of conducting research for me to decide why.
Site Selection
Why this school? I chose this particular school for several reasons. First, several
teachers informally reported that teacher morale improved at Lincoln when Fred became
principal. Second, I knew Fred because I worked with him when he was a principal in a
middle school in the school district and I helped with his transfer to Lincoln. Third, I met
with Fred on an almost monthly basis over the course of his first year to discuss applying
organizational development principles to the transition. I believed that I knew his
perspective, although I needed to ask him. I did not know what the teachers experienced
and I wanted to ask them directly.
In this particular case, Lincoln is in a high poverty area in the same suburban
Minneapolis school district where I was HR director and former business agent.
Previously, Lincoln had been the site of many grants, which had mixed results, in efforts
to increase student achievement. I believed that the student population living in poverty
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was increasing faster than the teachers could respond, and test scores were decreasing as
the needs of the students increased.
Lincoln was ripe for new leadership. Fred, who had experience working with
students in poverty at the middle-school level in the district, accepted the assignment at
the invitation of the assistant superintendent without going through the formal-interview
process. This occurred when, after a lengthy interview process in which I took part and
co-led along with the assistant superintendent, the interview committee could not reach
agreement on a new principal.
It was common knowledge that teachers believed that Phil, the prior principal, had
a good heart and had the best intentions; he was a very likeable person. Fred reported to
me that Phil burned out trying to keep up with the increasing demands of a rapidly
changing student population and by not setting proper boundaries. Phil left because he
did not know what more he could do, leaving for a job in a neighboring school district in
a school with fewer students living in poverty.
Fred had a great interest in organizational development theories and methods. He
and I met for one and a half to two hours on almost a monthly basis during his first year
to discuss his plans and efforts and Lincoln’s progress. On a personal level, I started my
doctoral studies in organizational development because I felt a lack of theoretical base to
support what I wanted to do in my role as HR director. Fred expressed a similar interest
about learning organizational development. Our conversations started with my asking
him what he was doing or planning to do. After discussion, I provided some background
and theoretical basis for his thoughts from the point of view of what I was studying. The
timing was opportune because I was studying for my written comprehensive exams; thus,
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I had a broad view of the field of organizational development fresh in my mind. Fred
impressed me with his eagerness to learn about theoretical issues regarding
organizational development. The focus of our discussions became about the adult culture
in the school and how he might affect the culture positively. In my opinion, what he
remembered about our discussions was more important than what I remembered, so my
research interview with him was important in an attempt to make connections between
what the teachers experienced and his intentions.
Participant Selection
I first obtained permission from the Institutional Review Board at the University
of St. Thomas where I was a doctoral candidate in organizational development. I also
secured permission from the school district before starting my study. I then asked Fred
for five to 10 minutes to appear before teachers at a staff meeting to announce and
explain my study. I distributed a recruitment letter to the entire staff (Appendix A). I
asked the school secretary for a list of current teachers who were working at Lincoln
during the 2010-2011 school year. That list was not available, so I asked the district’s
Department of Human Resources.
I was reluctant to eliminate any possible source of data, but I also wanted to make
the study as manageable as possible. At the time that I conducted my research, there
were 54 licensed teachers (47 females and seven males) working at Lincoln, of which 27
were classroom teachers and the remaining were licensed specialists. I automatically
invited all licensed teachers, including specialists, who worked at Lincoln during the
2010-2011 school year and who were employed in the same school to participate in
individual interviews. I sent out a recruitment e-mail (Appendix B) to these 38 teachers
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who were eligible based on the criteria selected. If any teachers who I did not formally
invite to participate, but who were working or who had previously worked at Lincoln,
had approached me with the belief that they had something to share about their
experience at Lincoln, I would have included them, but kept them separate. Since the
research interview pool was finite, I was committed to interviewing all teachers who
wanted to be interviewed, even beyond the point of saturation, so that all voices could be
heard. No one outside the list of eligible teachers asked to be interviewed. I did include
a principal at another elementary school in the district who worked at Lincoln during the
2010-2011 school year and the following year, before becoming a district mentor and
eventually a principal.
I invited Fred to interview for a recollection of what he did during the transition
and why. As far as I know, I was the only administrator involved in the transition who
discussed strategy and planning with Fred. I explored if any other administrators, such as
the assistant superintendent at the time, spoke to Fred about strategy and planning. None
did, beyond the typical principal-to-principal conversations. In addition, I explored if
Fred conceived and initiated all changes, as he did have an assistant principal and dean (a
teacher on special assignment) on his administrative team. While he did consult with his
administrative team, he initiated all changes.
Method of Data Collection
Hard data. I sought the following hard data from the school or the district prior
to conducting interviews in order to describe the setting:


School demographics (change over time), to show how Lincoln was facing
increasing demands before this transition.
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Test scores (change over time), to show what effect the transition may have had
on student achievement, as measured by standardized tests.



Student discipline data (change over time), to show what effect the transition may
have had on students.



Student and parent survey data (change over time), to show what effect the
transition may have had on student and parent perceptions of Lincoln.



Teacher turnover (change over time), to show whether teachers changed their
attitudes about Lincoln and stayed or left.
These data were useful to describe the difficulties at the beginning and the

successes at the end of the case. The data also helped to triangulate what participants
reported about their experiences.
School documents. My goal was to review school documents regarding what
happened during the 2010-2011 school year. I wanted to enlist school staff to assist me
in locating these documents. I had planned to return as often as needed to look for more
documents as I became aware of their existence. As the school secretary who was
working at Lincoln during the 2010-2011 school had retired in June, 2014, no school
documents were readily available.
Research interviews. Before research interviews, I sent each participant an email outlining the research interview specifics (Appendix C) to which I attached a copy
of my original recruitment letter (Appendix A) and a consent form (Appendix D). For
each research interview, I followed the research interview guide (Appendix E). I asked
teachers to participate in 45-60 minute individual interviews. I originally contemplated
offering the option of participating in focus groups, but eliminated that option because
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focus groups would complicate the research interview process and provide data where
participants might be influenced by what others said. I explained and asked them to sign
the consent form (Appendix D) before proceeding and then asked the questions listed in
the research interview guide (Appendix E). I did not plan on recording the interviews,
but instead on taking good shorthand notes.
I had planned to allow adequate time to reflect after interviews to write a
summary of my interpretations and to rely on feedback from participants to verify the
meaning of their experience as I interpreted it. Instead, on the advice of my dissertation
committee, I recorded and transcribed all interviews. These transcripts provided depth to
my findings. Participants wanted to compare Phil and Fred. They also had opinions
about how their impressions of the transition changed over time and the lasting effect of
the transition. Accordingly, I expanded the period that I was studying to include the prior
principal up to when interviews took place. I noted that participants were able to talk
more objectively about their experiences, since any highly emotional aspects they may
have had during the transition had been resolved or dampened. I did not note any
particular elevated participant emotions during interviews.
When I interviewed Fred, I asked him what he remembered doing the first year
and subsequent years, and why he did what he did. I also asked him how he thought
participants responded to the questions in the research interview guide (Appendix E), but
he did not want to answer to avoid tainting my findings. The purpose of interviewing
Fred was to obtain his perspective of the case, including what he did and why. Fred
provided one point of view to help explain what happened. I opted not to include his
research interview in my findings, as participants gave me a thorough understanding of
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the transition, and Fred’s intentions were clearly understood by participants. Fred
provided me with seven vision documents which outlined his vision to teachers for their
comment and review. Those road maps appear in Appendix F in chronological order.
They gave teachers a picture of the overall direction of Lincoln over the course of five
years after Fred came.
As described in the consent form (Appendix D), I was careful to protect the
identity of the participants. I did not identify participants by name, nor did I use any
quotes where anonymity might be compromised. I sent the quotes that I planned to use in
my findings to the participant who made the quotes for each participant’s review and
approval. I made revisions when requested to protect participants’ identities.
Transition Period
Fred was hired the summer of 2010, so I planned on studying the first year of
transition from Fred’s hire date in summer 2010 through June 2011, although I did not
discard any data that occurred before or after this period. In fact, based on what
participants wanted to discuss, I expanded my research to include the prior principal up to
the present. For the record, there was no interim principal.
Methods of Analysis
I analyzed the data using my notes from interviews, my memos, my observation
notes, document reviews, physical artifacts, and transcripts. I sought to establish links
between teacher perceptions and Fred’s intentions; connections between the principal
transition and changes in teachers’ work lives, classroom, and personal lives; and themes
and patterns of the collective teacher experience. I was also aware that individual
experiences might differ from the collective experience, but they contributed to a broader
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understanding of the teacher experience during a principal transition. The objective was
to make inferences, based on the data, which described the case.
Validation of Interviews
To validate my interpretation of the participants’ experiences, I had planned to
share my interpretations with participants in order to give them the opportunity to provide
feedback and refinement. After sharing, I had planned to make revisions as needed.
Instead, I shared individual quotes with participants. I made this change for two reasons:
1. I used more direct quotes from participants in my findings than my
interpretations, because I wanted to tell the story in their words.
2. I did not want to overburden participants by sending them two documents to
review–my interpretations and their quotes—when all they needed to do was
review their quotes.
Sending participants individually their quotes gave them the opportunity to verify,
add, or subtract from their original interviews. Several participants asked me to make
revisions to protect their identities; no substantial changes were requested. I sought data
triangulation from multiple data source points, in other words, the research interviews, in
order to validate my findings. Data source triangulation allowed me to see if what I was
observing and reporting carried the same meaning across multiple participants.
Researcher Bias
Overall, my goals were to not advocate for certain points in the interpretation of
the data and to make every attempt to let the data stand on its own. As the former HR
director of the school district who was in charge of many principal hiring processes, I
wanted to take care not to let my experiences influence the design, data collection, or data
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analysis process, by relying heavily on direct participant quotes and verifying them.
Since I was the HR director during this transition and the former business agent for the
teachers’ union before I assumed the HR role, my professional involvement represented
potential bias on my part and on the part of participants. It was highly likely that I knew
some participants knew me and they knew me, due to my longtime involvement with the
district and Lincoln in particular.
I had a professional relationship with Fred, not a friendship, but I liked him and
enjoyed spending time with him. Although I was not his official mentor, I met with him
informally on a monthly basis as our schedules allowed and had lengthy conversations
with him regarding what he wanted to accomplish at Lincoln. As HR director, I was
invested in his success. It appeared to me that he was very successful and this was
constantly confirmed by the union president, who talked often with teachers at all
schools. She reported to me that Fred was “getting it right.”
I planned to pay attention to potential bias noted above and bracket it as much as
possible; that is, noting it to myself during interviews, reviewing memos that I created
after each interview, and highlighting potential bias when writing my findings.
I also used the peer review process by sharing my preliminary findings with my
dissertation chair and doctoral cohort members during the dissertation defense to help me
reduce researcher bias so that my findings were not skewed, or at least to identify the
instances where potential bias existed. I periodically delivered my preliminary
interpretations and findings to my dissertation chair for his review and comment. In
addition, feeding quotes back to individual participants for individual validation helped
reduce researcher bias.
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Having spent nine years as a union representative and then seven and half years as
HR director in the same school district gave me a unique perspective, but also potential
bias. Those who spend their careers in management many times do not understand what
it means to be labor. My work experience gave me both perspectives: labor and
management. What I found was in most cases, the labor perspective has been missing
when evaluating a principal. Superintendents or, in this case, the assistant
superintendent, evaluated the principal with little or no input from teachers, so it was
natural for me to approach my research from the missing perspective, that of teachers. I
was biased in my belief that teachers have much to say about their profession and that
their voices are regularly overlooked. To paraphrase from a popular television show in
the late 1950s, management does not always know best.
Conclusion
The study focused on gaining a big picture of the collective teacher experience
during a principal transition. My goal was to present the case to give the reader a picture
of what it was like to have been a teacher in the school during the transition. My research
questions were, What was the experience of teachers in a Minnesota elementary public
school during the transition to a new principal, a transition which was reported to be
positive? Further, What was the perception of teachers about the principal's role in
making the transition a positive experience? I used an interpretive case study, collected
hard data, reviewed school documents, and conducted interviews to describe the case and
write my findings. The conclusion was an in-depth description of the case and a
description of the collective experience of the teachers during the transition.
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Chapter 4
Findings
In order to understand this particular case, my goal was for the reader to say, “Ah,
that was what it was like to be a teacher in this school during this principal transition.”
Therefore, in this section, I will lay out the challenges that Lincoln faced, how I
conducted my interviews, a brief history of Lincoln principals, what it was like in teacher
words being a teacher under Phil (prior principal), and what happened in teacher words
during the principal hiring process when Fred (incoming principal) was hired. This will
set the stage for a description of how I analyzed the data, an outline of themes and
subthemes, and support in teacher words for the themes and subthemes discovered. Last
in this section will be a look at data supporting data my findings.
Setting
In the school year, 2010-2011, when Fred became principal, Lincoln Elementary
did not look like other elementary schools in the district. Enrollment was high for an
elementary school, 578 students versus the district average of 444 students in the other
nine elementary schools. Student demographics at Lincoln did not represent the student
demographics of the district, although the student demographics of the district were also
changing. In 2010-2011, the percentage of students of color at Lincoln was high, 85%,
more than double that in the district. The percentage of students who qualified for
free/reduced lunch, a measure of poverty, was also high, 82%, again more than double
that in the district. In addition, the percentage of EL (English learner—see Appendix G
for definition) students was also high, 39%, more than triple that in the district. The
percentage of special education students, 11%, was equal to that in the district. Overall, a

26
large number of Lincoln’s students were students of color, came from poorer families,
and lived in homes where English was not the first language spoken at home. They were
much different from other students in the district.
Research Interview Process
Interviews were conducted over a period of nine weeks on site at Lincoln, from
late November 2014 through January 2015. Thirty-eight licensed teachers were eligible
to be interviewed who met the established criteria: (a) they worked at Lincoln during the
2010-2011 school year and (b) they were working at Lincoln at the time of the
interviews. Eleven eligible Lincoln teachers volunteered to be interviewed, including
specialists, EL teachers, classroom teachers from various grade levels, and a former dean
of students. I also reached out to a principal, who taught at Lincoln before and during the
transition and was still employed in the district, who I thought might be able to add a
unique perspective. Interviews were 45-90 minutes long, which allowed participants to
reach a point where they felt that they had said everything they wanted to say. I invited
participants to contact me after interviews, if they thought of something that they wanted
to add that they had not covered in the initial research interview; no participant did.
Initially, I planned to send summaries of their respective interviews, that I typed after the
interviews, for their review, including my reflections on their interviews. As I changed
my approach to use their own words to tell the story of transition, I sent each participant
their individual quotes that I was using, so that they would have the opportunity to verify
and comment.
I had hoped to interview at least half of the eligible teachers, but I quickly
discovered that teachers had fairly common experiences of what happened during the
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transition. After the first seven interviews, I believed that I had reached saturation.
Nonetheless, I interviewed four more teachers, who helped deepen my understanding of
the teacher experience and confirm what the first seven participants said. In terms of
saturation, I do not know if I could ever totally reach saturation, since my topic focused
on experiences. Every person experiences life differently and might have a specific twist
on what they personally experienced during the transition. In addition, participants told
me that more teachers did not volunteer to be interviewed because teachers are extremely
busy and overwhelmed during the school year, especially around Thanksgiving and
Christmas.
I solicited research interviews from teachers at an all staff meeting in October,
2014, and distributed a recruitment letter (Appendix A). I also sent a follow-up email the
same week to all eligible teachers (Appendix B). Table 1 lists the teachers who agreed to
be interviewed for my research. Participants were numbered T1, T2, and so forth in order
to identify their quotes. I have omitted those teacher numbers in Table 1 in order to
protect the identities of participants.
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Table 1
Profiles of Study Participants as of 6/1/15
Position
(2010-2011 school year)

Gender

Years at
Lincoln

Total years
teaching

Second grade

F

6

8

English as second language (ESL)

F

6

9

First grade

M

8

18

Intervention specialist*

M

9

12

Second grade/dean

M

10

12

Third grade

F

12

15

ESL

F

12

18

Second grade

F

14

14

Kindergarten

F

14

15

Fifth grade

M

15

15

ESL

F

15

17

Physical education

M

16

16

Note. Principal in the district added because he taught at Lincoln prior and during
transition. His position as intervention specialist at Lincoln was working with students in
small groups during designated intervention times throughout the school day in order to
help them become successful readers and reach grade-level targets.
Before interviews, I sent each participant an e-mail outlining the research
interview specifics (Appendix C) to which I attached a copy of my original recruitment
letter (Appendix A) and a consent form (Appendix D). For each research interview, I
followed the research interview guide (Appendix E). I reviewed the consent form, asked
if they had any questions, and secured consent-form signatures from all 12 participants. I
also explained the nature of case study that I wanted the reader to understand what it was
like to be a teacher at Lincoln during this principal transition. We discussed why my
research was unique and what I hoped to learn. In the first research interview, I told
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participants that I wanted to focus on Fred’s first year at Lincoln; specifically, the 20102011 school year. In that first research interview, I realized that participants wanted to
talk about what happened before the transition and what happened since. In addition,
they wanted to contrast and compare their experience under Phil and then under Fred in
order to better explain the transition. Accordingly, I expanded my inquiry to whatever
time frame participants wanted to discuss—from the start of their teaching careers up to
the present. Most participants limited their discussion to the few years preceding the
transition to the present.
Principal History Since 1990
Lincoln experienced six different principals in the years from 1990 through 2015
(see Table 2).
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Table 2
Principal History
Principal

Tenure

# Years

P1

1990-1992

2

P2

1992-1993

2

P3

1993-2001

8

P4

2001-2003

2

P5

2003-2004

1

P6 (Phil)

2004-2010

6

P7 (Fred)

2010-2015

5

Two principals had tenures of eight years and six years; the other four had tenures
of one to two years. Phil, the principal who preceded Fred, had one of the longer tenures,
his being six years. Lincoln had struggled with lower test scores amidst growing
diversity for years. Lincoln had received a grant from the University of Minnesota in
2000 in Reading First, a program led by University professors to enhance reading.
During the grant, teachers were reported to be under great stress to improve test scores
and spent considerable time outside the classroom, both after school and during summers,
learning new techniques of teaching reading. According to teachers, instruction
improved but test scores did not.
Prior Principal
Phil was principal at Lincoln from 2004-2010. He was previously dean of
students at Lincoln. In 2004, he interviewed at another elementary school in the district
and was hired. Before he could begin there, Principal P5, who had only been at Lincoln
for one year, was non-renewed. The district asked Phil to accept the principalship at
Lincoln, where he was well known, trusted, and respected as the dean of students.
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One can even look back and say Phil wasn’t supposed to be here. He had
the keys to another elementary school in the district and then he was
talked into coming here. So how much of that plays into his role here?
I’ve heard staff members bash him for his leadership style, but at the same
time I think to myself, you send this gentleman here who is tasked with
trying to solve all these issues on top of running the building, providing all
these initiatives to staff, and then having the barriers that our students face.
It’s easy to criticize him for not knowing how to deal with all that, but
that’s unfair to him. (T1)
Phil told me many times how he ended up here and how that process went. I
know Lincoln wasn’t necessarily something he had reached for; it was thrown in
his lap. So . . .because of that, I think there was not good communication with
staff. I think some of the communication among staff started to erode, too. (T10)
Teachers wanted me to have a picture of what Lincoln was like before Fred
arrived; thus, they talked considerably about Phil, who preceded Fred. According to
teachers, Phil was a good principal. He was well liked and kind. He had his heart in the
right place.
T4 supported Phil: “I think Phil was very well liked and I think that he had good
intentions. I really enjoyed him.” T5 concurred: “Phil was such a good guy. I have
nothing bad to say about him; he just had a different way of doing things.”
When Phil left, T2 described the situation: “Everyone was really sad to see Phil
go; I was. I developed a great relationship with him. He was very respectful, he was
very positive, and he was a supportive principal.” (T2)
Phil worked hard, often being the first to arrive and the last to leave. He was a
good listener and gave teachers a lot of freedom.
For those five years I thought of Phil as an amazing principal, primarily in that he
worked 24/7—always trying to make this school better, always office door open,
and really giving people the opportunities to try new ideas and set up their own
projects. He gave us a lot of freedom in that sense. But I think, on the other
hand, he made his experience more difficult for himself, personally, by devoting
so much time to our school without a clear determined goal. (T11)
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“Phil was a really positive and supportive leader. He did a really nice job helping
teachers” (T2).
“Phil was our dean for a while, so there was a different relationship there. I think
he wanted to listen to people; he wanted to be the boss that listens” (T8).
“Phil appreciated people who worked all the time. While I liked that because I
tend to work way too much, we needed to work smarter, not harder” (T11).
I think if Phil had to do it over again, he wouldn’t listen to as many people around
here. The reason I say that is there was a culture where you could go to him and
he’d listen to everybody. He just got himself in a bad spot. (T8)
Phil was viewed as a follower when it came to district administration. He
expected Lincoln to implement every new district initiative. He was not a systems
thinker.
Phil was really well liked. Lincoln was a school where people were working
really hard and not getting the results—be it behaviorally and academically. We
were a school that was taking on, it seemed like, every initiative that the district
had. I think that was his approach: “We have to keep trying things to figure out
what works.” But, unfortunately, teachers started feeling overloaded. I personally
didn’t feel like we were doing anything with true fidelity, or completely finishing
something because we were already taking on the next project, or the next
initiative. And initiatives basically became a four-letter word in our school.
There was a lot of negativity around that. (T2)
With SIOP [Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol—see Appendix G for
definition] and IB [International Baccalaureate—see Appendix G for definition],
it was put on all of us. We had to go through training. We have to accept this.
We had to acknowledge that it’s going to be a lot more work and we just had to
deal with that. If you didn’t deal with it, Phil knew and you could be out of here.
(T11)
“It was ‘alphabet soup’ with everything from ADSIS [Alternative Delivery of
Specialized Instructional Services—see Appendix G] to SIOP to IB to PBIS [Positive
Behavior Interventions and Supports—see Appendix G for definition] to IDI
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[Intercultural Development Inventory—see Appendix G for definition]. Anything that
the district looked at, we were going to do and try” (T2).
I got along with Phil personally very well. I thought he was very helpful. I don’t
know how much of it was him or if it was just the culture of the time, but one
thing that I learned as the years went on is that we seemed to throw things against
the wall to see what sticks. Each year there was something new and it wasn’t
necessarily building upon what we did the year before. We just implemented it
and then by the end, it was on to the next thing. It was initiative on top of
initiative. Then we started the process of the IB magnet school thing and he left.
(T10)
In the past, when systems weren’t in place, it was: “Oh this happened, now what
do we do? OK, I’m going to try this or I’m going to call this person—oh wait,
maybe that’s not the right person to call or it’s not being taken care of.” So,
things were much more stressful because there was the unknown. You didn’t
have systems in place and I think that stress, and having so much on your plate,
affects your relationships with your colleagues, too. When you’re under stress
and other things come up, you might be more stressed with your colleagues. (T4)
Student discipline referrals were up. Teacher morale was low. Squeaky wheels
got the most attention. There was competition and bickering between teachers. He had
difficulty knowing how to help teachers. He tried to solve every problem brought to him.
“Behavior and discipline were big issues. Students were running the school in
many ways and it was a really exhausting environment” (T2).
Phil wanted to do something to fix our school and make students successful. He
took a lot of input from staff and it altered his direction. He reflected on it and he
often changed the direction of the school without hearing feedback from
everyone. It caused cracks in our school morale to know that if someone is louder
in voicing their opinion, it’s more likely it’s going to veer in their direction. I
appreciate very much that he wanted to hear the input of his staff. He wanted to
hear our opinions. His door was always open, but he was taking on too much. It
was obscuring our view of where our school should really go and how to get
there. Staff morale was very, very low. (T11)
There was a lot of talking to Phil to solve your problems as opposed to talking to
the person you had a problem with. He would take on any role you asked him to.
He would be the moderator in an argument without having the two of you in a
room. He would go back and forth between people; this caused a lot of built-up
frustration and anxiety in different grade-level teams and different teams of
teachers. (T11)
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Rather than communicate with the staff member about a specific issue the
individual had, Phil would give a global warning. I feel that that was a product
more of where he was at mentally than his capacity to be a principal. (T10)
Phil had an open door where people were all just laying all these problems they
were having with other teachers on him and he tried to be the one to solve
everyone’s problems versus telling teachers, “You know what? If you’re having a
problem with so-and-so, you need to talk to that person.” He got too much in the
middle of things and it got to the point where he was trying to make everyone
happy. This turned everyone against each other. He started out as the dean where
he got to know teachers in a different way and I think when he came on as
principal, it led people to not really look at him as the principal. Not that happens
with everyone; it just unfortunately happened with him. He’s just a really nice
guy. He was just one person trying to help and then pretty soon he was trying to
please everybody. People started saying “Well, you told her she could, you
know!” It got to the point where everyone turned against one other. (T9)
Phil was very hands on. He attempted and took on too much by himself. It took
its toll on him and Lincoln teachers.
Phil seemed to want to try to be the guy who took care of things. I don’t know if
he felt he needed to do that or that’s just the way he handles things, but yes,
everything seemed to start and end with him. (T10)
It was just an odd power structure that was built on by Phil being so open with
staff and not realizing where he needed to draw the line about what he told people
and how he expected them to communicate with other people. I think this was
caused by the fact that he took too much on his plate. He didn’t know how to
delegate or how to; perhaps he didn’t choose to delegate. (T11)
Phil would try to shoulder a lot of it. His wife even told us one time that she
watched Phil throughout the year and his shoulders would drop more and more
every month because of the stress he was under. When you can physically see the
stress on your leader, it takes its toll on everyone because everyone liked him as a
person. We felt that he was wearing down and, in turn, we were all wearing
down. (T2)
“It wasn’t Phil’s fault for so many things. We were just broken” (T9).
As time went on, whether it was the district or Lincoln or a combination of many
things, I could see that Phil really seemed to get spread thin. Whether it was the
MCA [Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments—see Appendix G for definition]
scores or something else, it just seemed like a lot of things were eating at him. He
really seemed to be losing steam as the time went on. (T10)
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There was unfinished business when Phil left. Lincoln was in the middle of
becoming an IB school without any funding. Teachers did not know in which direction
Lincoln was going to go when he left.
I'm not sure Phil had the ability to lead this school as effectively as he could
maybe somewhere else. We were going in the direction of IB at the time and I
was on that IB committee. I went through the training and loved a lot of the
pieces of it, but the whole staff wasn't on board with it—we were split. It
appeared to be driven top-down from the district, “You need to do something.
You need to change something. You need to maybe become a magnet school.
What are you going to do?” Phil was influenced by the district on the decision to
go IB. I'm not really sure it came from him. (T4)
I think the biggest thing was that when Phil left we were right in the middle of
turning into an IB school. He started that and we were left with a lot of questions,
not knowing the direction we were going. We didn’t quite understand if we were
going to get to be an IB school. We were diving into it and we lost the leader that
was taking us on that journey. (T9)
The biggest thing was IB. We were being led down a path that we weren’t 100%
on board with yet, and then Phil said, “OK, I’m leaving.” So that was another
thing that left us high and dry. We were drowning—between people not getting
along and the school not having a clear direction. (T9)
We were going to become an IB school and so we went through the beginning
training to become an IB school, aligning the curriculum with being IB, and
people were gnawing with frustrating that we were doing this new plan and
anticipating what it might be. It was: “If we get this grant, then we’ll be an IB
school. But we’re going to prepare before we know if we’re going to get the
grant.” In the end, we didn’t get the grant and IB was eventually scrapped. (T11)
Hiring Process
Phil announced that he was leaving and a hiring committee was formed to
interview for the new principal. When things looked like they could not get any worse,
the hiring committee became locked, with half the committee for one candidate and the
other half for another candidate. Just when the district was ready to announce a locked
hiring committee and that the hiring process was going to be restarted, the assistant
superintendent asked Fred, who had served on the hiring committee and was a middle-
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school principal, if he would consider an internal transfer and accept the Lincoln position.
He agreed.
I cared a lot about what happened here, so personally I was invested in making
sure we had the right person and the right fit from interview process. I got along
well with Phil, but then he was just drowning and falling apart personally. It was
important that we got the right person, somebody that needed to have experience
but also somebody who would be able to work with our population, work with our
teachers, and push us instructionally. Getting into the interviews, it was hard
because the two candidates that we narrowed it down to were both qualified, but it
was evenly split. I think that added even an extra layer of what are we going to
through. We did so many votes and I could tell administration was trying to
figure out where to go and what to do next. Even though I don’t remember all the
conversations, at least it wasn’t ugly, none of us were arguing, but people started
going totally different directions—gravitating towards certain people they were
passionate about. It was really hard. I couldn’t make a decision about who I
would choose if it was all my choice. (T6)
It shows the dysfunction of the way we ended up with two candidates with an
equal amount of support and the idea that if we couldn’t go one way or the other,
we’d just have to scrap the whole deal. One group was saying, “This person
reminds me a lot of Phil, so I want him.” The other group was saying, “I don’t
want anything like Phil.” You have the fresh face, somebody who is saying the
right things and who is eager, and then you have somebody else who is very
experienced administrator. Thankfully, that the assistant superintendent said we
were going to have to start all over. Then all of a sudden a week later, Fred came
and it was literally like a fresh wind blew in. (T10)
It seemed like the whole principal selection process was so difficult, but once
district administration settled on Fred, there was enough trust in him or respect
from the district that we felt like this was really going to work. This was
somebody who had already been here, we knew him, he’d already done a good
job at the middle school, and the district was really going to let him run the
building without interfering too much. (T6)
Nonetheless, there was quite a bit of anxiety over getting another new principal.
There were also many positive aspects about Fred’s appointment: He had previously
taught at Lincoln; he had been a mentor in the district; and he had served as middle
school assistant principal, and then as principal at the same school, where he had much
success at turning around the school.
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We knew of Fred’s successes at the middle school. We knew what he had done
there; we knew how hard he worked. We knew about his successes at turning
around a school, a fact that he brought up at our first staff meeting. He also
brought up the fact that the assistant superintendent had called him while he was
on the golf course and requested that he take this position. That reinforced the
fact that he was going to again turn around a school. (T11)
One thing Fred recognized was where we were. We’d been through one principal
after another—you know, principals were shuffling in and we were going down
this road, but our test scores were still plummeting. We were constantly on the
list for not making AYP [Adequate Yearly Progress—see Appendix G for
definition]—the naughty list—so our morale was defeated. It felt: “Okay, here’s
another new principal.” I think we were all just feeling down. (T9)
Going through the other principals, it was a bit of a roller coaster, so staff felt that
there was never going to be someone who would stay for a while. We saw
principals come and go, each of them had some really great ideas here and there,
but there never seemed to be really effective things put in place. Then we lost
Phil. (T4)
Phil was here for the longest chunk of time when I was in the classroom. One
principal was here two years; another one year. So thinking about that transition
when Phil left, I was definitely nervous because I’d built a really good
relationship with him. I felt like he knew who I was as a teacher. I had assumed
some leadership responsibilities. So I felt: “Okay, I have to start over.” I’d
already done that with two principals. I finally got to Phil and I felt like he knew
who I was. I felt like I was starting all over again, showing who I was and what I
had worked for those last years. Then again, I was also very happy to hear Fred
was hired, because I already had a relationship with him from those first couple of
years and I had just heard nothing but great things that he had done with the
middle school. Knowing that our school is very similar to the middle school, we
knew that that he had to be a really good fit for Lincoln. I might have initially
been nervous, but that quickly went away when I thought about the positives
about his coming to Lincoln. (T9)
With Fred’s background—he was from here, he was principal from the middle
school, and we’d heard a lot of good things about him—we were excited to have
him here. With the EL program, Phil worked really hard; however, he just
seemed like he tried things out here and there, learning things from other places.
Instead of looking at us, he was looking more at other people and programs. So, I
wish he could have asked us more about how we wanted to meet our kids’ needs.
Fred came and we talked about the programs and what would be the best,
collaboration or the current pull-out model. That said to me he’s quite open and
listens to us. That is something I really appreciate in him. He wasn’t to be feared,
“Oh, I’m here to take over this.” He seemed like a people person. (T5)
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When Fred took the position, he knew that he had district support. We all knew
that it was offered to him because there was trust in him to do this successfully, to
save this school. So with him coming in as he did with all the hoopla in the
background and supporters following him with choirs of joy and singing his
praises, I feel like there were high expectations for his coming. That makes a big
difference. I’ve had experiences with principals who came in and we had no
frame of reference for how successful this person had been at their old job. The
new principal came in and just told us what to do. There was more pushback
against his ideas because we had no idea if there was a foundation to those ideas
or if he had played them out successfully in another school. I definitely feel
knowing that someone had a reputation for success is very important. I wish the
principal I worked for in another school had had experience. I think that was the
most challenging part to our job; she was not a principal at any school before
taking that job. (T11)
Fred had spent his entire career in education in this district. He started working in
the district after graduating from college in 1994. His first seven years, from 1994 to
2001, were spent at Lincoln as fourth-grade teacher, technology specialist, and science
teacher. He spent one semester in 2001 as a sixth-grade language-arts teacher at a middle
school, before moving to a district-wide mentor position for three semesters from 2001 to
2003. He was dean of students for one semester in 2003 at the middle school, which was
the sister school to Lincoln. He moved to assistant principal at the same middle school in
2003. He was then promoted to principal at the same middle school in 2007. In 2010, he
moved to principal at Lincoln.
Data Analysis
The process, by which I developed themes and subthemes for my dissertation,
was painstaking and thorough. I conducted 13 interviews, although I only used 12. I did
not include Fred’s research interview, as I wanted to keep the focus on teachers, not Fred.
I conducted over 10 and a half hours of teacher interviews. I transcribed almost 98,000
words. I combined all interviews into one large document for searching purposes.
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The work to organize interviews into themes and subthemes took place over a
continuous two-week period in August, 2015. I printed each of the participants’
interviews on different colored paper. I then went through each research interview,
physically cutting out quotes and placing them under potential headings, based on what I
heard from teachers during interviews. I started with 18 subthemes arranged under five
themes (the number of subthemes under each appears in parenthesis): building culture
(8), systems (2), vision (4), teacher development (2), and focus on learning (2). When I
discovered a quote from a teacher, I cut it out and placed it under one of the subthemes. I
rearranged and combined quotes as I discovered some quotes did not support what I
originally thought. I also created new containers for emerging themes and subthemes. I
discarded my own words, taking care that I had not introduced the researcher bias
discussed in Chapter 3, or that I had not introduced new bias. Finally, I brought the
theme-based stacks of papers to my computer and electronically cut and pasted the
teacher quotes into an 80-page chronological narrative, arranged by subthemes.
After I finished this chapter as a narrative, I sent it to my dissertation chair for
comment. He asked that I rearrange it more based on themes. In January, 2016, I
rearranged the narrative based on themes. I combined a focus on learning with vision and
expanded on the theme titles, finalizing the four major themes presented in this
document. The case came alive and became more cohesive, using teachers’ words and
themes to tell the story of what it was like to be a teacher at Lincoln during the principal
transition. I discarded unrelated research interview material that did not fit the
developing themes or subthemes and that was insufficient in size to create a new theme
or subtheme. Over the course of the next few months, I edited and perfected my findings.
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Outline of Themes and Subthemes
Major themes and subthemes emerged from my interviews with teachers. The
focus of my research was the teacher experience. During interviews, I constantly
attempted to refocus teachers to talk about their own experiences, as it appeared easier for
them to discuss what the principal did. Personally, I had the same struggle while writing
this dissertation. I had to redirect my own thought process to present the teacher
experience as presented to me by the teachers. In Table 3, I present those themes, based
on the teacher experience. In Table 4, I present the subthemes.
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Table 3
Themes
During the principal transition, teachers experienced:
Theme 1. An improved school work environment.
Theme 2. A graphic vision for the school’s future.
Theme 3. More systems to support students and learning.
Theme 4. More building-based professional development.
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Table 4
Subthemes
During the principal transition, teachers experienced:
Theme 1. An improved school work environment.
1a. A positive tone.
1b. Feeling listened to.
1c. Clear expectations.
1d. Feeling treated as professionals.
1e. Direct communication.
1f. Involvement in decision making.
1g. Time to deal with the past and the future.
1h. Lower teacher turnover.
1i. A focus on fit.
Theme 2. A graphic vision for the school’s future.
2a. A shared vision.
2b. A focus on student learning.
2c. Removal of unnecessary work.
2d. Resistance to district administration demands.
Theme 3. More systems to support students and learning.
3a. Better systems put in place.
3b. More time to teach.
Theme 4. More building-based professional development.
4a. Development of teacher-leaders.
4b. Building the capacity of every teacher.

In the next sections, I present what the teachers said during interviews for me to
arrive at these themes and subthemes.

43
Theme 1. An Improved School Work Environment
A positive tone. Before Fred even started the school year, he did things to set a
positive tone. Teachers were impressed by his introductory e-mail.
I remember getting the first e-mail from Fred to the entire staff once he was here.
I don’t remember everything it said, but I do remember feeling that’s the kind of
e-mail you want to get from a principal. It was well written, he was in charge, he
was excited, and we were all going to come together. I don’t remember
everything it said, but it was a big relief. My husband is also a teacher and I
remember reading it to him and saying, “This is like no other e-mail we’ve ever
received; I feel like this is going to be a really good thing.” (T6)
This continued into the first staff meeting. Fred joked; he showed respect for Phil
and he encouraged everyone to move forward and not look back.
I remember the first meeting—Fred made two jokes. He said, “My wife’s first
reaction was ‘Boy, I’m going to lose a lot of Facebook friends’ when he took this
job.” His wife taught previously at Lincoln. He also said he didn’t want to know
everything, but he did talk to Phil and say, “Phil, where are we at?” He said an
analogy, “It’s like you’re dating a girl that a buddy also dated—you don’t want to
know everything, but you need to know some stuff.” Then he said, “We’ll move
forward. The stuff that happened in the past. It’s in the past but it matters.” So
he was able to put some closure in that way, joking and in his style, but he made it
comfortable for all of us because we all have different relationships with him.
(T8)
Fred valued teachers. He understood that how he treated teachers directly
impacted students.
At the charter school where I was previously, I saw people come and people be
demoralized to the point of throwing up their hands and giving up. It kept
reiterating to me the fact that here I knew Fred valued the teachers. I knew from
my experience with him my first year that he wanted to support people to be their
best selves. The mission statement didn’t just apply to the kids. Here, I feel like
Fred knows that how he treats the teachers directly impacts the students. If we’re
demoralized, it’s very difficult to hold that all in and then turn and smile and be
patient with kids—that would be something that you would have to study to be
able to achieve. So I feel like the way he treats us really makes a difference.
(T11)
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Fred emphasized that everyone needed to work on the school culture and climate.
Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) was not just for students, it was for
teachers, too. He addressed the teacher turnover problem.
Fred’s number one priority when he came into the building was culture. He
talked about “we” are changing the culture and climate of this school and not “I.”
He talked repeatedly that if we didn’t have a healthy, positive culture we would
not succeed because we would basically burn ourselves down from the inside with
negativity. There was a lot of small one-on-one conversations with teachers about
their relationships with each other, but also about the whole school, like team
building, trust, openness and a willingness to change. He said, “If you’re not
going to be a part of the solution, you need to move to a different school.” Some
very candid talks. Either you’re with us or you’re not. His big thing, that first
year, was culture, as well was seeing that teachers were struggling with so much
on their plates and so many things happening but not happening; well, that his
number one was take things away—let’s take things off teacher’s plates,
prioritize, focus, and get down to what are the essential things we need to start
with, and for him it was reading well by third grade and culture. With that, PBIS
became a bigger part of the school and a priority, and again that was teacher led.
Lincoln was a school that had a lot of young staff trying to find their way, because
it always had high turnover. Every year we’d lose a handful of teachers to other
schools in the district or just out of the district; they’d get burnt out. He realized
he needed to address the turnover. We were looking for calm and when we got it,
you could start to see that people were walking with a little bit lighter step and
starting to be more collaborative. (T2)
One teacher had a broader view when he became a district mentor to teachers. He
saw directly the impact that a principal had on a school.
In the mentor program, I was in all 10 elementary schools, I started to see the
impact of a principal because you can walk in the buildings and absolutely tell the
climate of the building just by spending a half-hour talking to people and walking
around. It was very clear that Lincoln had taken a major step because just
walking in the building, it felt different—more smiling faces, a lot happier staff.
(T2)
Fred created a team atmosphere at Lincoln. He tried to problem solve with the
help of others. Teachers felt less isolated.
When I have felt like I needed something or something is not right, Fred will
always try and figure out an answer; he will try to talk with people. Whatever
you seem to be struggling with, and this can be for any teacher, you know you can
come to him and he will try to make it work or make it happen, no matter what.
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It’s been really nice to know that someone will listen to me. He will try whatever
he has to do. It’s not always about money. He will try and problem solve it; he
will talk to people who can problem solve. He does not leave you hanging. I
didn’t feel that I was always able to do that before; it felt like you could ask but
you probably wouldn’t get help. You felt like you were on an island; you got
things in your classroom and you’ve got to figure it out. Where now it’s a lot
more about problem solving and getting people together and helping you solve
your problem. It’s more like a team, you’re not just teaching those kids on your
own; this whole school is about helping to teach those kids. My team, it’s not just
my kids but it’s all of our kids. The paras [paraprofessional educator] and
everyone is here to help support your kids and you shouldn’t feel like they’re on
your shoulders. If they don’t succeed, I feel I have been able to go to him and
he’ll try to figure it out, whatever you’re struggling with or having trouble with. I
needed new bookshelves—he even figured out how to get bookshelves. If you
see a need, it’s nice to know that there is someone there that is going to help you.
That was a huge change and not always there before; you felt very isolated. I
think that it was to know that we’re all in this together, that the kids are all our
kids. (T9)
Fred told teachers that they would always have conflict, that it would not go
away, and that they would have to find a way to deal with. He sought out teachers who
had influence and found a way to connect with them. He tried to find a way to connect
with all teachers on a personal level.
Different people, even in my first year, had many different opinions. There was
fighting within grade levels, for example, about different philosophies regarding
ability grouping. Some teachers wanted ability grouping and others didn’t—they
wanted their whole class. That was a big struggle for the third-grade team. The
second-grade team had a big mess and mediators were brought in to resolve
conflicts between individual staff members. There were also issues within the
fifth-grade team. There were challenges here: sometimes you’re frustrated with
your class or you have a difficult group of kids or your teaching is different than it
would be at other schools. It was a high level of stress and not feeling supported.
People were not feeling like they knew what they were doing or where they were
going. That led to in-fighting. It was definitely here before I got here. It just
meshed and merged into different people and different groups. For some people it
was a struggle for power and, if there were two strong people, then that didn’t go
well. Thinking about how that changed—even Fred said, “You’re always going
to have conflict; it’s never going to go away.” He sensed who some of those
strong people were, who was negative, or who had never felt heard. He sought
them out and tried to somehow make them feel like they had power. I got this
from just observing. He did talk to everybody. Fred and I didn’t know each
other, but at some point we started to talk about music. We liked similar music,
so when he’d come around and say “Good morning, hey, did you hear Pearl Jam’s
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blah, blah, blah?” Or something like that. One of my other friends teaches
kindergarten and her husband is from Canada and a big hockey fan, so it was
hockey. He figured something out with everybody. I sensed for some of the
people that appeared to be angry, constantly voicing their opinion, or wanting
things different, they were thinking, “Hmm, it seems like he wants a relationship
with me,” or, “It seems he’s putting in an effort and has a plan”—there was a
reason to be doing certain things. I think that is partly what made some of the
drama calm down. (T6)
Feeling listened to. When Fred started, he told teachers that he did not want to
make any major changes right away. He told them that first he wanted to get a read on
what teachers were experiencing.
When Fred got hired, I was so excited. Fred was our science teacher when I
started here, he was a friend of mine, and I knew what he was capable of doing.
He wouldn’t allow any BS to continue; he was going to hold teachers
accountable. One of the main things he did right away, he came in and he didn’t
make any major changes right away because he wanted to get a read—he said that
to the staff, “I have to get a read on what’s going on here.” (T7)
I knew from the get-go that it was going to be positive just from that first year of
knowing Fred, how he came in and approached us, how he didn’t try to dive in on
things, how he let us let him know where we were at, and how we were feeling.
(T9)
Fred asked a lot of questions. That did not mean that he did not present his ideas,
but he first wanted to know what staff was thinking before he gave his opinion.
I was on Phil’s site team and also on Fred’s version. I got to know Fred pretty
well, because he drew upon that team initially to get an idea about the school and
where we were at. I really appreciated that, because he really looked to me as,
“Okay, you’re someone who has been here for a while and I can come to talk to.”
He asked questions instead of giving his ideas first. I feel like that’s always what
he does, he asks a lot of questions instead of putting in his own thoughts first.
He’ll give you his opinions and ideas but he always asks for our ideas first, which
I think is really a good characteristic because not everyone is like that. (T9)
One of the first decisions that needed to be made when Fred started was whether
Lincoln was going to continue down the path of becoming an IB school. He listened to
teachers and let them make the final decision. He realized the importance of an early
definitive decision, so he called for a vote.
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The biggest thing was trying to figure out Fred’s take on becoming an IB school
and get Fred up to speed on where we were with that, not that that was my job. A
lot of us weren’t 100% IB, but we felt like this was the direction because we knew
we had to do something. We had to change. We had to declare something for our
school to do. I wasn’t necessarily on board with it, so it was going to be
interesting to see if that was the route Fred was going to take us on or if he had
other ideas that he thought that maybe Lincoln could do. He definitely tried to not
come in and change things right away, but asked: “Where are you guys at?
What’s going on?” He really did try to learn where we were at that point as far as
IB and other things that we were in the middle of when Phil had exited. He really
took the time to understand those things. He didn’t put anything new on us for
that first year. He was trying to get to know Lincoln again, where we were at
with things and trying to figure it all out. I liked that. Some principals might
have come in and act like, “Okay, I’m the principal now. Whatever you had
before, totally throw that in the garbage. I’m here, I’m new, and only my ideas
count.” Fred acted like, “Nope, I want to hear where you guys are at, what you’ve
been working on, and we’ll go from there and evaluate whether that’s something
we want to continue or if we want to look at other routes.” He didn’t come in as if
he was going to put things on to us, but to try to figure things out with us. Even
though he was our leader, he understood where we were at and wanted to take it
slow. (T9)
Fred used listening to his advantage. He knew that he did not know everything
there was to know about running a school, so he took advantage of the expertise that
teachers possessed.
Fred and I would have conversations one-on-one where we’d bounce ideas off
each other, but it wasn’t him giving me directive—it was more, “Tell me what’s
going on because I need to learn and know this as a principal.” That wasn’t his
world—he came from a background where he taught technology and so he had
me teach him what these assessments were and what they were doing. It is a
really powerful tool to use when you have an administrator getting information
from staff and being taught by the staff. We had a lot of staff presentations at
staff meetings on different things. He came in with the idea, at least from what he
told us, that the first thing that was going to happen was nothing new was going to
be dumped on us and that he wanted to take the year to get to know us and to have
us get to know him. He also understood there were peer issues within staff
members. (T10)
Fred got to know teachers and what they needed. He understood that teachers
needed time to connect and trust each other.
That’s what I love about Fred. He appreciates staff and he takes people’s ideas
and he addresses them. He definitely puts systems in place. He sees what we
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need and he hears what we need from staff, and he always has an open door. He
puts out a podcast every Monday or Sunday night, which I enjoy and I think a lot
of people enjoy. At the end he always says, “See you in the hallway. If you ever
have any questions or need to see me, shoot me an e-mail or stop by.” So he’s
always very inviting to the staff if they ever need to talk about anything, so that’s
good. I’m going to back up a little bit, so when he first came in the whole IB
thing. At first I was like, “What? What’s going on?” But then I understood why
he did that and it’s been cool to see Fred’s leadership over the years because at the
beginning he didn’t come in with an iron fist and say, “We’re going to do this and
we’re going to do that.” He came in and he really got to know the staff and got a
feel for our needs and as a staff we really needed to connect, he could see that,
and so he made sure that we’re celebrated and that we had times where we did get
together. And part of that was through PBIS also, to make sure that the staff has
connecting time together. I think that he was a big part of really getting the staff
to connect and trust each other when he first came in. (T4)
While Fred would introduce his ideas, he was careful not to impose. He also
made suggestions, explaining that they were being considered. He was respectful of
honoring teachers’ time.
When Fred started, I clearly remember the first staff meeting of the school year
and him just coming in with a clear focus, a forward-thinking vision for our
school. It was definite: there was no option but to succeed. He wouldn’t mention
new initiatives without saying, “This is something we are considering.” He would
say, “These are ways we could go,” but he wouldn’t say we were unless he knew
we were. So he wasn’t saying, “Oh, we’ll try IB; we’ll try SIOP.” It was, “These
are things that we could do, but we’re going to find the best way to do them and
we’re going to do them when we have all the resources needed to do them
successfully.” He was also very clear about honoring teacher time. (T11)
Clear, high expectations. Fred set clear expectations for students. He
understood Lincoln’s population and how to motivate students and teachers. Behavioral
referrals were reduced.
I’m on a school PLC [Personal Learning Community—see Appendix G for
definition], not a district PLC. I think I’ve enlightened my PLC group a little bit,
because I’ll help them understand what I’m going through and if I’m going
through it, guess what? When little Jamal acts up, don’t send him to the quiet
room, send him down to me or send him over to Ray, because Ray might have a
better connection with him. We’ve actually dropped our numbers down from
sending our kids to the quiet room. Fred has done a lot—they’ve gone way down.
He put the emphasis back on the teachers and he would say, “If you’re having
problems and you need me to come help, I will.” That made them find another
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way, another avenue, because, you know, no one wants the principal in the room.
(T7)
Fred also set high expectations for teachers. In turn, teachers would do anything
he asked of them. He wanted teachers to be their best.
Fred’s putting the onus on us. He’s putting the challenge to us, but he’s also
letting you know that you’re going to be accountable. When you come to work,
you want to do your best work. I told him, “You’re Bill Belichick and the
principals that were underneath you are going off to other schools—you’re
building a legacy and they’re watching you.” He’s a great principal, he’s a great
leader because you can be friends, but get your work done. Leave it here. When
you go home, make sure you’ve left everything you can here as far as your energy
and stuff. That was the difference. With Phil and previous principals, when it
was 3:10 or 3:05, you were gone; you wanted out of this place. And now I’ll run
through a wall for Fred. “Fred, what do you need me to do? Just tell me, I’ll get
it done.” And that’s how teachers are feeling. As a business person I appreciate
that because he doesn’t want me to be average, he wants me to be superior and
dig deeper into my subject area. (T7)
Fred instituted true PBIS with students. Students were treated with respect, and,
in turn, treated others with respect. The teachers at the middle school that Lincoln fed
even commented on this change in the students that Lincoln was sending to the middle
school.
Even the middle school is seeing the same thing. They are saying, “The kids
you’re sending us are outstanding.” Well, yes, because they’re learning how to be
young human beings, young people, and they’re being treated with respect. So if
you’re being treated with respect, then you’re going to give respect back. At
school rallies, Fred has done a couple of things. He’s really gotten parents
involved by putting staff in positions to get families more involved. He says,
“One of those things where we’re going to do this for your kids but you’ve got to
give back some time, we just want your time.” And that’s huge in the
development of these kids and their success. School rallies are always positive.
It’s true PBIS. We tried PBIS when Phil was here and I questioned it, I said,
“This isn’t PBIS, you’ve got certain groups leading the wrong things, this is not
PBIS.” But through Fred it’s true PBIS. You don’t raise your voice; everyone is
calm. Even the kids that are the most challenging, he’s calm with them. You
change them in a way that they’re not being beat down, they’re being loved and
that’s not just by him, they’re being loved by multiple staff members. It’s
ultimate teamwork to treat these students like young people with respect. It’s a
lot different. It makes learning a lot easier. Test scores are going up; we
celebrate when test scores go up. You find a way to find the positive. You’ll
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have some downfalls but all right, we’re going to do something different or we’re
going to go to the next level and this is how we’re going to do it. (T7)
Fred reinforced high expectations for teachers in the classroom. He set an
example of how every student was important at school rallies.
I just had my postobservation last week with Fred and he had given me a
compliment. He said, “You give enough wait time and you wait until every kid
has turned back and focused on you and quieted down.” He said that that shows
that we aren’t going to just let one person over here talk because they matter,
they’re important, and if the expectation is that everybody is quiet, then
everybody is quiet. He said the same thing goes for school rallies. We ask 400
kids to sit on their pockets and be quiet by saying, “If I continue talking and we
still have three or four kids over there talking, that shows them that not everybody
is important and that not everybody matters. I will wait until every single one is
quiet.” I like that. It makes sense. I remember school rallies my first year and a
half were really hard. They were really hard to sit through. (T3)
Fred stopped school rallies when they were getting “loud and crazy” and
reminded students about the expectations. He did not just “plow” through them.
One change that I can say that is definitely obvious school rallies. While we’ve
always said, “Remember, we have to be safe, respectful and responsible or sit
down,” or whatever, but there are just clearer expectations from the beginning or
clearer reminders during rallies that we’re going to stop and wait until this
happens. We’re not just going to plow through this rally because they’re getting
loud and crazy and we want to get them out. Even with parents watching, we’ll
stop. We will stop and wait. We’ll make our expectations clear. (T6)
Fred understood the student population and their families. He shared his personal
background and how he related to struggling students.
Fred could relate very much to our population after being at the middle school.
He’s always shared a lot of his own personal background of how he can relate to a
lot of the students in our school who are lost and struggling, from broken families
and things like that. He has been a really good fit because he came with a lot of
understanding of our students and families. I think that was another big thing—
not getting just any principal but getting someone who really understood the
clientele here and the demographics. (T9)
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Behavioral referrals were down, due to the new policies and expectations put in
place when Fred came. Teachers spend more time teaching and less time managing
behavior.
So I ask myself, “What do you think the problem was? If Lincoln is looking for a
fix, what’s the problem?” I think the problem was we had these bad test scores
and were on AYP [Adequate Yearly Progress] due to the whole No Child Left.
We weren’t cohesive, everybody was doing their own thing and trying to just
survive. We’ve put that behind us when Fred came. But our demographics
haven’t changed. In fact, this year, in second grade, we have the highest
population of EL students in the whole building, and our highest that we’ve ever
had. But test scores are only a single measurement that don’t really tell what you
do for kids. Behavioral referrals are another measure; they have been going down
and the quality of education that the kids are getting is so much more focused, so
much more at a higher level than it was before. For me, personally speaking, my
first year and a half it was so much of just trying to manage kids that I wasn’t
teaching kids. I was trying to put out this fire over here and then this one over
here, and then I have a kid throwing a chair. I haven’t had a kid like that since my
second full year of teaching and that happened at same time that Fred came. Even
something as simple as new policies, “No, this is not allowed here; we don’t do
that here at Lincoln.” (T3)
Fred understood how race played a role in learning. He understood that students
come from different backgrounds and it was necessary to help them establish a different
set of expectations when they came to school.
Principals should know and if they don’t know, they should ask—they should do
something to help. Fred would listen; Fred got it. We would sit down and talk
about race and he would tell me how he went to party with a former principal and
he and his wife were the only Whites there. The only difference was when he left
he was back in his element again. “I get it,” he said, but he just didn’t know what
to do about it. Where other principals, I’m not going to say they don’t care,
sometimes the majority wins, that’s the philosophy here in Minnesota. That’s
why the academic gap is where it’s at. And they wonder why? They wonder,
“Why can’t those kids just learn?” Well, because you’re trying to get these kids
to conform to someone else’s ways of doing things. Every time you try to change
yourself, first of all it’s not easy because there’s a reluctance to do it. It’s like
learning a new language; these kids are learning a new language when they come.
So I tell them, “I’m bilingual, guys. I come to school and I speak like a
professional, but when I go home, I speak a totally different language.” They
don’t get that; they don’t understand that when they go home they speak a
different language. When we come to school, we have to play school, and that’s
the key, Fred says. I’m trying to piggyback on what he’s saying now and the kids
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are getting it—the kids are starting to go, “Ah, when you walk through the door,
it’s time to play school: pants pulled up, belt on, and we’re looking professional.”
The difference is—expectations, higher achievements, and hopefully down the
line, uniforms. I hope he doesn’t leave; that’s my only fear is that he’s going to
get a better opportunity because he’s done such great things here. That’s the key,
even in grad school we talked about race a lot and the key is to meet kids where
they’re at. You don’t have to talk slang to meet them where they’re at, but you
can build a relationship with them by guiding them, “Hey, this is what you have
to do and this is how you do it.” Give them a road map—give them a road map
and give them a chance to follow it. (T7)
Fred started setting high expectations the first week when he told teachers that he
expected them to do great things at Lincoln and to put in the necessary time. He
encouraged teachers to build positive relationships with each other, so that their work in
Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) would trickle down to students.
What I appreciate about Fred doing, and I experienced this as a teacher, is he laid
his cards out on the table and told us as a staff, “I know what you guys deal with
every day, I've dealt with it every day as the middle school principal.” He also
said, “If you feel that you can't work with the students that we serve or give the
time that I'm asking of you, then maybe this isn't the place for you.” I thought
that was very bold and that was in the first week in the back-to-school workshop.
It sent the message to teachers that we're going to do great things here, but if
you're not wanting to be part of this, then this isn't the place for you. We lost a
couple people eventually because they didn't feel that this is what they wanted to
be part of. He wasn't afraid to step up to some of the nonsense that was going on.
He came into a culture that was very broken. I think his bold statement, “This is
what we're coming to do, if you can't be here then go somewhere else,” was a big
deal. He was also talking about being a professional. There was a real divide
here. There were several teachers who eventually left who were part of that
negative culture, but he’s also found a way to bring people back. I would like to
think that has a lot to do with our work in PBIS and trying to build those positive
relationships within ourselves. I truly believe that the culture clash that was going
on between us teachers eventually trickled down and our students felt it. The
buzz in the school was very negative. (T1)
Feeling treated as professionals. Teachers felt more trusted. They felt
recognized as professionals. They were allowed freedom to take care of their own needs
without unnecessary surveillance.
I feel Fred treated us more like professionals. It doesn’t matter who it is, when
you have a doctor’s appointment. If you had to go to doctor, go to the doctor and
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you put in extra time. I don’t know what he said to other people, but with Fred
it’s, “Do what you need to do—be professional.” He would even say, “You guys
in the elementary are so funny; at the middle school they don’t ask me all these
questions.” You know, “Are we going to wear jeans on Mondays or Tuesdays?”
“I don’t care, at the middle school and the high school they don’t talk about these
things.” It was: be professional, make smart decisions, if you need to go to the
doctor go to the doctor, we’re not going to punch the clock—you know what you
need to do. Or sometimes it would be, “If you have everything done, you can go.
I’m not going to look at the clock if it’s 15 minutes early.” We’re all on the same
level thing, which is a change too from the way things were before. Even now, if
I say, “Can I leave at 3:20? I have a doctor’s appointment at 3:40.” “Why are
you asking?” “Because you’re my boss and I feel like we’re supposed to.” It’s an
unspoken trust. I’ve had conversations with others who say, “Oh, it’s such a
relief to have this environment.” (T5)
Fred made it clear that he was not going to be the hallway police. He treated
teachers as adults and professionals, as they are treated in other professions.
I think that the biggest thing is before, with Phil, I felt like we had the hallway
police. You couldn’t leave before contract time and you couldn’t arrive after
contract time. Fred has made it really clear, “You know, you guys are all adults;
you all understand how contracts and jobs work.” He said, “If you need to leave a
minute early, I’m not going to say, ‘Oh, I got you, leaving early.’” It was never
an “I gotcha” thing. I’m always here at least a half hour before contract time, so
if I need to get to an appointment or I need to leave five minutes earlier, so be it. I
never felt like I’m going to get caught, or get in trouble, or get reprimanded for
that. So from a personal aspect I feel like in the morning if my dog is outside
poking around and taking forever, I don’t feel like I’m going to get into trouble
coming to work. I do what I need to do at home or before or after school and it’s
understandable. It’s a job; this is life. I’m sure with any other profession, it’s the
same way—you’re all grown-ups, you’re all going to come to school and be
prepared and be able to do your job. (T3)
Fred also abandoned Phil’s dress code. He allowed teachers to choose dress that
reflected what they needed to do with students and what was comfortable.
With the dress code and wardrobe in the past, we had to have business
professional attire on—dress pants. Now if I need to wear jeans a couple of days
a week, because I’m on the floor and I’m sitting with seven-year-olds, I’m not
going to be sitting in my nice attire to do that. It’s work. I’m comfortable; I can
teach better if I’m comfortable. I’ve got to be able to get up and down with all the
little ones. (T3)
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Fred emphasized work/life balance. He set an example of taking care of himself
when he needed to. Before each break, he told teachers to enjoy themselves, to take care
of themselves so that, upon return, they could be there for their students.
There is a really big difference in terms of work/life balance. Even yesterday I
got an e-mail from Fred saying, “Hey, can we meet today?” And I -emailed him
and said, “Oh, I’m home with my daughter; she’s sick.” I had been in the
building in the morning; I went in for a meeting, but I said, “You can call me at
home.” And he said, “Oh no, no, no—you take care of her, we’ll talk Monday, it
can wait.” He’s really good at that and it’s very important to him. He will stay
home with a sick kid or he will stay home sick if he needs to. That really gives
everybody else permission to do that and it makes it a better place to be. People
take care of themselves, but people also take care of each other. It’s okay to say,
“Oh, my gosh, feel better,” or, “I hope your daughter feels better,” or, “We’ve got
it here, we’ll be fine—we’ll cover it.” And that’s a lot better. I didn’t feel that
way before. I wouldn’t say that I felt like there was direct pressure, like come in
every day and not be sick, but there was not ever this level of support. Every
single break, Fred says, “Go, take care of yourselves; make sure you take a
break.” That was never part of it and it wasn’t apparent in Phil’s actions either.
He was at work all the time. That’s a hard one because you never know why
someone’s at work all the time. Maybe they’re at work all the time because
they’re feeling pressure and they need to be there and that’s how they get their job
done. Maybe they’re at work all the time because they don’t want to be
somewhere else. There could be a million different things. Fred makes people
feel like that’s okay. He makes a point of it—continually, in all the years he’s
been our principal, he never stops saying, “Take a break and enjoy your break.
You work hard and you need to take care of yourself so that you can be here for
the kids.” That has really been a part of the culture of our building and we do it
for each other now, too, in a way that we didn’t before. (T12)
Fred focused on the big picture of where Lincoln was going. He did not focus on
the small details. His main focus was on how teachers taught.
Fred appreciates everyone’s hard work, but he’s not quantifying the hours, he’s
judging us by our quality of work. He’s never going to stand at the door and
watch if you come in at 8 a.m. because that’s really not as important as how
we’re teaching our students—whereas, I feel like with Phil it did start to get
nitpicky in thinking that possibly the failings of this school were caused by people
who were tuning out and wanting to leave our school. During Phil’s tenure it led
to a point where he was saying he was going to stand by the door and see if we
were coming in on time. The feedback that he got from teachers would decide if
someone kept their job or not. Whereas with Fred, he makes it clear, obviously to
his benefit and ours, that he’s not judging us on those little nitpicky details. He’s
not sweating the small stuff, he’s sweating the big stuff, which I think is a broader
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focus. It makes us, as educators, buy in more to his philosophy because we know
he’s got his eye on where we’re going, we’re working on the small details—we’re
making it happen in the classroom, which is a relief. (T11)
Fred displayed a positive managerial style. He motivated with praise. He gave
teachers autonomy to meet Lincoln’s goals.
With Fred, I feel like he always is speaking of how he values us, thanking us. It’s
a really positive managerial style, so we’re motivated by praise. We’re motivated
by thoughtful leadership in that he presents all of his ideas in layman’s terms with
clear details about how it’s going to happen and he doesn’t put it on us. He’s
taking on the big picture direction we’re going. I feel like there’s trust both ways
then, where he’s saying, “I’m giving you control of the classroom, I’m giving you
autonomy to do these projects.” (T11)
Fred had previous experience as a district mentor and assistant principal. He
knew what to look for in the classroom. He had reflective conversations with teachers
about their teaching practices.
Fred’s experience as a mentor before he became an assistant principal and a
principal was so evident when he evaluated me last year. I was on High Cycle
and he observed me in my classroom. I’ve never had that kind of a conversation
and reflection on my teaching with an administrator before. Because he’d been a
mentor, he knew what to look for, he knew how to build things up, and he knew
how to present things in a different way than a lot of administrators do. He had a
lot more practice and a lot more training on observing than a lot of principals do,
which is interesting when you think about it—that’s such a big part of their job—
they maybe should have more of that. That is not always the case and I’ve had
principals before where that was an area where they are lacking. My first years in
teaching, our union had a huge issue with teacher evaluations and the fact that
none of our administrators knew how to do good evaluations. It’s good when
they know how to evaluate; it probably makes them better at reflecting on their
own piece of it. (T12)
Fred often told teachers that he trusted them to know what they needed to do with
their students. He displayed good leadership and teachers were thankful.
When Fred came, teachers thought, “All right, here we go. This is what we need.
We’ve got a leader.” We’re in our meetings and I’m trying to tell others that my
kids aren’t like kids over in the next school district. They’re just not going to
outperform them. No, I’ve got a building where we’ve got to work on growth.
He’s says, “Well, you teach the way you’ve got to teach. I trust you, build our
kids up—don’t put them in a box.” I said to him, “Thank you.” (T7)
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Direct communication. Fred encouraged teachers to solve their own problems
by directly communicating with one another. He also was clear to teachers that he was
not there to solve their problems, but he was there to support them in solving their own
problems. He encouraged teachers to work together.
There were conflicts between staff members and people were running and talking
to Phil. Fred said, “We’re just not going to do that anymore.” So that was the
end of running to talk to the principal and I think that was pretty big. It’s not that
Fred doesn’t have an open door where you can go talk to him. He has the view
that he’ll listen to your problem, but he’s removed from it. (T8)
Fred told teachers that they could not fix student behavioral problems until they
fixed the problems they were experiencing with each other. He discouraged teachers
from dumping their problems on him. He encouraged them to take ownership and
address issues directly themselves.
And that happened, that feeling really was happening in Fred’s first year. Student
behaviors were out of control. He talked about how you couldn’t fix the
behaviors of the kids until you fixed the behavior and the climate and culture of
the staff. And so we had to do that first, and only then could you hold those kids
to those expectations. It had become a climate of dump your problems on Phil
and see if Phil can either (a) fix them, or (b) they go unfixed or unrecognized or
unattended and then the negative comes out. “Well, I talked to Phil about it and
then nothing happened.” As opposed to a climate that Fred promoted, “You can
talk about your problem but don’t bring me your shit. Don’t leave your problem
with me and expect me to solve it. We can talk through it and I can help you with
it, but you need to be the one to take the ownership of it and do something to
address the issue.” That absolutely played out. (T2)
Fred encouraged teachers to talk to one another. Due to the support he provided
at the building level, teachers stopped running to district administration for help. Still, if
teachers couldn’t talk to one another, he helped them resolve things.
If you went complaining to Fred, he made you face it with that person. It also
stopped running to the district. It stopped all that little tattling. “Hey, if you’ve
got a problem, you’re grown-ups, so talk about it—and if you can’t, we’ll sit
down and figure it out.” (T7)
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Fred set the expectation that teachers would talk to one another. They would ask
themselves, “What would Fred counsel me to do?” This gave teachers the courage to
have difficult conversations with one another without his intervention.
If there are conflicts between staff members, Fred’s good at listening and going
straight down the middle and helping people work through things. He’s also set
up some really good expectations for people to be their own problem solvers. For
example, there is a person that I work with who is having some conflict with a
couple of other coworkers, and there was some talk of, “I feel like I’ve tried some
things that are not really working, what should be my next step? Should my next
step be to go and talk to him?” And this person really thought about it, and there
were a group of people that wanted to support this person and said, “If you need
support, we’ll support you,” and in the end that person said, “No, I feel like what
Fred would want me to do or what Fred would ask me if I’d done is have one
more type of courageous conversation with them to move forward.” And so, as
hard as it was for this person, who hates conflict, she had that conversation with
the people that she’s struggling with and hasn’t gone to him. It went okay and so
she’s going to see how it goes, but that’s a sign of that building capacity that
someone would say, “This is what the expectation would be and so I want to take
care of that before I go to talk to the principal.” I should probably tell him that—
he would probably like to hear it—that someone was trying to take care of things
in that way. As hard as it was, that expectation also gave that person, I don’t
know if strength is the right word, but conviction or whatever, to go and do what
probably was hard to do. It was a better way to handle things—rather than go to a
supervisor—try everything you can first. (T12)
Fred set an example of direct communication. He wanted to know what teachers
were thinking and feeling. He wanted to help teachers break down the barriers between
each other and between administration and teachers.
Experiencing things with different principals in district meetings, you pick up
little things. Not that Fred tells us everything, but he’s pretty open and honest.
Not that he has no faults or that we never argue or disagree or whatever, but I
remember him telling me, “I’d rather have you come in here and tell me you’re
pissed off and throw your book down than not tell me and let it build up inside.” I
thought, “But you’re my boss; I can’t do that.” The atmosphere was “Let’s just
be honest; let’s be direct. I’m assuming even when things are unpleasant. He just
will ask people, “Tell me what’s going on,” or even figure out that we’re unhappy
about something. He’s got a way of saying, “I can see it on your face—just tell
me how it is, and let’s talk about it.” And sometimes it’s, “Well, we’re going to
have to agree to disagree because of whatever.” At least we can be honest and I
don’t have this fear of my boss. My staying didn’t totally have to do with Fred.
In part, it did because I had that weird conversation when I felt that I didn’t want
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to work for somebody where it’s a weird, creepy secret world. It’s also because I
wasn’t feeling supported by the other administrators and now I was. After
conversations with Fred, I thought, “Okay that is something that is going to be
dealt with.” That was really helpful to me, because really I didn’t want to go.
(T6)
Involvement in decision making: From the start, Fred delegated. He involved
teachers in decision making. Teachers felt valued and part of the process.
With Fred, one of the things he did right away was he delegated, he seemed to
want feedback and he seemed to ask for it. He put people in positions for them to
make decisions or help come up with decisions. So people felt valued right away;
they felt a part of the process. Many times, even with newer things we’re doing,
people within the building presented. Even when hiring new teachers, he lets us
as a team make the decision, but he puts his input in and because we trust him, I
think his thoughts are listened to. (T10)
Fred asked for input and then put system in places. As teachers started trusting
him more, he became more directive, though he still asked for teacher input. Teachers
believed in Lincoln’s direction.
Fred didn’t come in saying, “This is the way things are going to be done.” He
took input from the staff on different things and then he started putting some
systems in place. I think throughout the years he’s been a little more directive. I
think it’s a trust-building thing, too. At the beginning he was building trust and as
we trusted him more, he was able to say, “This is the way things are going to be
done now.” I’ve seen this, last year a little bit, and this year a little bit more,
“This is what we need to do, this is what we need to try, and we’re going to be
doing this.” So he’s been more directive. But it works because we trust him, he
takes our input. He speaks often to us about his philosophy at staff meetings. I
totally am in sync with his philosophy—where we need to go and why we need to
go in that direction. Sometimes it’s not in the direction that the district says it’s
going, but it’s what we need as a school. (T4)
Fred knew how to ask for input. He presented ideas and asked teachers to go
back to their teams to gather their ideas. He did not assume a top-down leadership
approach.
Instead of putting things like, “Your team is going to do this,” Fred comes and
asks you, “What do you think about this?” It’s always odd. He doesn’t always
want to assume the leader where you tell the people below you what to do, not
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necessarily, he has open discussions. He says, “Can you talk to your team about
this, get their ideas, come back to me and then we can talk?” (T9)
A teacher gave an example of how he involved teachers in decision making. He
discussed the pros and cons with the teacher. Ultimately, he left the decision to the
teacher.
Fred and I were talking about field trips. We had an awesome field trip, but it’s
off the radar now because of the religious undertones. It was a great field trip.
We had it set up great where we trained students and made it purposeful for them.
And so, we were looking for a replacement and the replacement that we found
was too expensive. I said, “Hey, I know you said that money would never be an
object but it’s $500, but I think it’s going to cost $800.” He said, “Well, take a
step back. If it costs $800, you’re going to have bussing, so it’s going to be $1100
for a three-hour day, but really you’re volunteering for just an hour and a half.
That’s starting to not make sense to me.” And then he ultimately turns it back to
me and says, “What do you think about that?” He frames it so that it comes back
to me and I say, “Yeah, I guess you’re right, let’s look for another option—that
doesn’t make sense.” (T8)
While Fred involved teachers in decision making, he did not let the most vocal
teachers get their way. All teachers had a voice and a right to participate. Ultimately, it
was a group decision or Fred decided.
It felt like staff had always been given a voice, but with Fred it wasn’t the same.
The culture in the past was whoever talked the most and the loudest pushed
agendas. That caused staff to disengage. We felt like—fine, if they’re just going
to sit and complain until they get their way, then that’s just the way it’s going to
be. And then it became battles of who could bark the loudest to get what they
wanted. With Fred, the squeakiest wheels didn’t always get what they wanted. It
became everyone had a voice and the right to share, but it ultimately still came
down to group decisions or principal decision. (T2)
Time to deal with the past and the future. At the start of Fred’s second year,
teachers went to the Mall of America’s Underwater World for a staff retreat in August
during workshop week. The day involved group discussion and a scavenger hunt. By
this time, Fred had earned the trust of Lincoln teachers and they were ready to deal with
Lincoln’s building culture.
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I remember the climate change outing. There had been tough times and people
had baggage from different principals or different issues or different teachers or
whatever. It was addressed, but we were going to slowly move towards fixing
these things. Fred tried to meet with each of us to get to know each one of us and
fill him in on what we thought about the school—to check-in. He stated that we
were going to improve the climate, but it wasn’t an immediate dive in and fix it.
He tried to establish some sort of relationship with everybody. Then we went to
the Underwater Adventures at the Mall of America and had a big staff discussion
for everything to come out. He said, “We need to let these things go, so we’re
able to move forward and talk to each other like people.” I think that was good.
There was a lot of stuff going on all over the place and I don’t know if it was
entirely fixed. There’s always going to be drama, but it did seem like it was
addressed and wasn’t going to be tolerated anymore. “If you’re going to sit and
complain about people or whatever they say, don’t go out in the parking lot and
talk about these things. We aren’t going to do that anymore. We need to address
things with each other or if you have a problem come and tell me.” It seemed like
he meant it. Previously, there was a lot of drama. There were cliques; people
talking about the cliques and what these cliques do after school. We used to have
conversations before Fred came; I remember people saying, “You shouldn’t have
friends at work.” There were people that felt very much like that. “If you have a
problem and you want to vent or talk about it or whatever, this should never be
with people at work. It should be people at home or your spouse.” I remember
thinking that was crazy. To me, you would naturally talk to people at work. I
spend more time here at the time than I was spending with my husband, so I
always thought that was really strange. It was helpful for this to be addressed by
Fred, “If you do have problems, put them all out here now or talk about them with
each other in private, but we need to move forward.” In small group discussions
we had that day, we were at least able to treat each other like professionals. There
was relief that this was not going to be going on as much going forward. It didn’t
end immediately, but I feel like there was a new direction. You could start to feel
that people were being nicer to each other, people were getting along better, and
the feeling here was just more pleasant. You could feel that people were in better
spirits. (T6)
Teachers knew things were broken and needed fixing. Teachers wanted to repair
broken relationships. The staff retreat gave them the opportunity to do that.
“Underwater Adventures? Yes, I remember it. Things were definitely broken
around here and in need of fixing. It made sense. In order for people to teach, you can’t
have those broken relationships between colleagues” (T9).
“At the Mall of America retreat, Fred gave us a chance to drain our feelings.
There were a lot of tears shed that day and that really needed to happen” (T7).
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The first year, Fred sat back and got to know the teachers well. The second year,
the staff retreat allowed teachers to open up and share their feelings. The staff retreat
involved fun, cooperative training activities.
That first year Fred sat back—led well—but really got to know the staff and what
we needed to move on from there. Then we went to Underwater Adventures at
the Mall of America. Some people talked to us; he also talked to us about being
honest, being open, getting things out; talking to people if you have an issue and
not talking around them or behind them. We also had a cooperative team training
and went on a scavenger hunt with mixed groups. That’s where he started. That
was a cool big day because we all got together and were more open. Somehow he
has the ability to make you feel comfortable in opening up and telling how you
feel. I think it was important for him to see what issues were out there, what we
needed to do, and what we needed to work on. Fred has really good plans and a
good vision of things. (T4)
The staff retreat was intended to build teacher relationships. Fred understood that
teachers had to get along if Lincoln was to turn things around. This followed Fred’s
vision.
We had to start with building our staff back up. We did the Mall of America and
that was the first building block to getting along. You’re not going to change test
scores, if staff doesn’t get along. You have to build certain things where you
want them to be. That followed Fred’s vision and he knew that’s where we
needed to start. He got to know us first and then helped us to rebuild as a school.
(T9)
Fred did not place blame on who was causing problems at Lincoln when he
started there. He attributed problems on the lack of leadership. He encouraged teachers
to have tough conversations.
It was culture shock in a way when Fred came in. I’m sure you’ve heard about
the meeting at the Mall of America. There was a forum where people said what
they wanted to say. Not showing all of his cards, he said, “I train people in this.”
One thing he does really well is say, “Here is the way this works.” He was able to
step back and say: “Here’s what I see, there wasn’t strong leadership here. I’m
not attacking Phil, but there wasn’t strong leadership here. What happens when
there’s not is that people find a way to fend for themselves and do what they need
to do. If that means that I get something at the detriment of somebody else, so be
it. There was the system where it was ‘us against you’ within the building. This
is very normal, but we have to break away from that.” His solution was to
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encourage us have tough conversations. It wasn’t a patch; it still applies today as
much as it did back then. “Hey, if you’re having a problem with a colleague, you
need to go talk to them.” He gave us a tool and said, “It’s on you now. From
here on one of two things are going to happen—either you do that or your other
option is to go somewhere else.” When you’re faced with those two options and
you say to yourself: “Well, I don’t really want to go somewhere else; I like my
job a lot.” Guess what? You change. That is something that has stuck with me.
(T8)
Lower teacher turnover. Lower teacher turnover had two important aspects: (a)
teachers expressed a desired to stay at Lincoln, and then (b) teachers were able to build
stronger teams because fewer teachers left. Lincoln had long been known as the school
where teachers did not want to be. It was viewed as a place to start a teaching career in
the district, but not a place to stay. When Fred became principal, that changed and
teacher turnover was reduced.
The people that are here want to be here. We had more people apply last year
wanting to get in than wanting to get out. That’s the first year that has happened.
They know that we’re in a place where we’re going to be supported. There are
expectations through trust. People feel valued. There’s the trust here, rather than
the principal swinging a sledge hammer. (T10)
Some teachers expressed that they would have left Lincoln, if it had not been for
Fred. Teachers felt supported. He told them that he was there to help.
I would have to say that I wouldn’t have stayed much longer had things kept
going the way they were going. I think Fred came in at a place where it made a
difference for me. There’s another piece—I could love the kids all I want, but if I
didn’t feel like I was being heard as a teacher or that I was getting the necessary
support. You do need a lot of help when working with students like this and I felt
like we weren’t getting that. I might have been the next person to leave. He said
to me, “Wait, I’m here to help you,” and kept me going. I said to myself, “I can
do this.” He has kept me here and I think that’s why you’ve seen a lot of people
still stay. He kept us going. (T9)
Teachers even expressed that, before the principal transition, they had thought
about leaving the teaching profession. He inspired teachers to stay and be their best. He
encouraged teachers of color to be mentors to their students.
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Fred has had a profound effect on my life. I almost got out of teaching before he
came. Now he makes me want to be a better teacher. I’m not a classroom
teacher, but I feel like I do so much more. In fact, I try to think about things about
how I can increase my capacity—what can I do without going past my own limits.
Sometimes I’ll run things by him and just to make sure I’m staying within my
realm. I mentor kids, staying as positive as I can. I see the difference now and
it’s paid off for them when they’re coming back and thanking me. If it wasn’t for
Fred, I’d probably be out of here by now, to be honest with you. The kids need to
see teachers of color in positions that they can strive towards, too; that’s very
important for them. (T7)
Lincoln had a reputation in the district as a difficult place to teach. For years,
teachers wanted to escape. After Fred’s fourth year, the 2013-14 school year, that
changed. More teachers asked to transfer to Lincoln than wanted to leave. The
negativity toward Lincoln was gone.
This past year was the first year we had more people asking to come to Lincoln
than asked to leave. That’s awesome because I know when I very first started
here, I really, to be honest, had no idea what the demographic of this school was
actually like. When I started going to some district meetings, everybody would
ask, “Where do you teach?” And when I said Lincoln, I got this look of sympathy
from people. I always felt like, “Oh, you poor thing.” After being here for a few
weeks, I would have never had that thought about this school, but I definitely feel
like the Lincoln stigma that it used to have is not that way anymore. I feel like
people would take pity on us, “Oh gosh, you guys work so hard.” “Well, yes, you
should work hard—this is your job.” I feel like that the negativity towards the
school has gone away – maybe that had to do with the change in leadership or
maybe that had to do with the focus that our school has taken since Fred came.
Maybe both. (T3)
For the first time last year, we had more requests from staff in the district who,
wanted to come and teach here. That was really awesome. I think people see
teacher-leaders leaving here and going and doing other things and that really says
something about the teaching that happens here. Not that we’re trying to shine
and make ourselves known all the time, but it really does help when we’re
identified in meetings to say, “I think really good things are happening at
Lincoln.” Q Comp [Quality Compensation—see Appendix G for definition] has
done it, other principals have mentioned us, and it’s nice to get that recognition
because I know when I first started here somebody asked me, “Where are you
teaching?” “Oh, you’re teaching at Lincoln? Good luck.” That was the
perception when I first came here and that perception has changed, a lot due to
Fred. (T1)
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Teachers believed that Fred was trying to turn Lincoln around and that he would
not leave before that happened. Teachers within the district wanted to transfer to
Lincoln; teachers who were already at Lincoln wanted to stay.
We used to lose a lot of staff. That was a huge thing—constant turnover,
constant. For the first time this past year, we actually had interviewees who were
from within the district, not only the new teachers coming in because Lincoln has
the openings and we’ll hire the new ones. There were actually people from within
the district wanting to come here, which has never happened. In the first several
years, we had a lot of teachers leaving and interviewing when there would be an
opening at a different school and now we really don’t have that. People used to
think, “Oh, Lincoln is just the place where you get a job to get to the next school.”
Now, I can count off the top of my head several that have been here since I’ve
been here, because we want to stay here. I think that those bumpy years are
behind us. That’s due to Fred. He isn’t just here to get to the next place. It felt
like he wasn’t just going to be here for a few years and leave us like the others,
but he was going to actually try to get us to that better place where we felt like
every other principal was trying to get to and then left midway. (T9)
Fred emphasized teamwork at Lincoln. When new teachers were hired, he would
ask how they would make the team better. Teacher retention was higher, because the
teams were stronger.
Another thing that I saw since Fred came here is the amount of people that we’ve
been able to keep. So staff turnover has been way, way, way down. When I first
started here, we’d get three to five new staff every year. Lincoln wasn’t for some
of them and others would just leave. Maybe they needed a different profession, I
don’t know. But Fred has been able to do a really good job of keeping staff here
and really finding people that know what they’re getting into, that it’s not just the
job—it’s more important than just a job, what we’re tasked with here. He lets
them know what they’re getting themselves into. He lays it out that they’re going
to have struggles. He said, “You can come in as prepared as you are to teach, but
you need to be able to know how to teach our kids and that starts with classroom
management and building relationships.” He talks about not looking for just
another teacher on this team, but looking for a person that can contribute to this
team. “So what do you bring to make this team better?” These are all valid
questions because you’re only as strong as your team, especially in the elementary
because we’re all working together as one unit to build upon that unit below us
and the one above us. And so how do we work together to get there? I think that
has helped in retention. (T1)
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Teachers had wanted to transfer out of Lincoln, because the stress outweighed the
rewards. When Fred came, that changed. He found teachers the support they needed.
He helped them through their wanting to leave without making them feel bad about
wanting to leave.
When Phil left, I felt like saying, “Hey, take me with you,” I said to myself, “Oh
gosh, things are stressful, things are out of control, maybe I should look for a job
in a different district or in a different school or on the west end.” But then, when
Fred came in and he started talking and putting things in place, I didn’t want to
leave. It made everything else better. I felt better about what I was doing here
with the kids, I felt better about it as a teacher. Well, I always felt good about
being a teacher but I think with this demographic, this population, it can be really
tough, it can be really hard but it’s very rewarding. Yes, it’s super rewarding.
And I think without a good leader, the stress probably outweighs the rewards
sometimes. I’ve been very thankful for him. When I went in to talk with him
about wanting a change, he was very supportive about that and he was very open
to, “Well, what do you want to do?” I said, “I don’t really know what I want to
do right now, but I’m just voicing this.” And he said, “Well, let me know. Let
me know if you feel like you want to transfer to another school and give that a
try.” We started having conversations in March and he made me feel very
comfortable, not bad about thinking about leaving. He said, “Let me know if
you’re thinking about another position.” And so, when I went back in later that
year after he had got me the support I needed at the time and I said, “You know
what? I don’t really want to go anywhere; I want to stay here.” He is so
supportive and he is such a good leader, and the grass isn’t always greener on the
other side. I had such a great team and I really enjoyed that. So I stayed. (T4)
Teacher morale went up when Fred came. Teachers no longer felt consumed and
overwhelmed by their jobs. Teachers became proud to work at Lincoln.
In Phil’s last year, morale was really low. In Fred’s first, Lincoln became such a
more positive uplifting place. We felt good again about teaching. We didn’t feel
like we all were being consumed and overwhelmed by the sheer challenge of our
job. Before the mind-set was, “Oh, you teach at Lincoln?” versus now, “Ah, you
teach at Lincoln!” People wanted to leave Lincoln as quickly as they could; now
people want to come here. And it was both kids and teachers. That’s the true
testament to the quality of the culture is when people for the school that has
probably the most challenges in our district. We’re a school where people now
want to go and stay and are proud to work there. (T2)
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A focus on fit. At the end of Fred’s first year, he dismissed every probationary
teacher. Those teachers were required to interview again. He wanted to have the best
teachers on-board at Lincoln.
In 2009-10, I was so new and still getting my feet wet at Lincoln and in the
district and teaching here. I had a half-year long call, and so obviously I had to
reinterview for the 2009-10 school year in the long-call pool again. At the end of
Fred’s first year, everything was up in the air again, because every probationary
teacher was let go and had to reinterview no matter what, even if they wanted me
to come back or not. Phil hired me, he knew me, he thought I was a good teacher,
which is why we had me on as a long call for half year and then brought me back
for a full year. And so, in my head now, I’d been here for a year and a half, I felt
like I had pretty well proved myself and Phil had asked me to come on board the
second year. It was very nerve-wracking because I didn’t know if I had proven
myself to him as the principal yet and everybody was pink slipped. It was very
scary in that aspect, but thankfully I was rehired and have now earned my tenure,
which is great. It’s really hard as a new teacher, I think, to not only just fight to
keep your position but then now you’re fighting to try to get somebody else to
notice that you’re worthy of staying. I felt confident enough in the relationships
professionally that I had built with people in the building. (T3)
Fred went to the union building stewards to tell them about his intention to
dismiss all probationary teachers and have them interview again. This approach was
contrary to what was done in the district. Fred proved that he could handle the toughest
of situations with respect and fairness.
In Fred’s first year, he came and talked to the building stewards and said, “I have
all these probationary teachers and some that I have to tenure this year and I don’t
have much experience with them.” And we talked about it and came up with that
idea of what about the thought of openly saying, “You’re all let go, but I’m going
to try to hire back whoever I believe is the right fit.” And he and I had some very
personal conversations about that approach: how would the whole staff take it?
How would the probationary teachers take it? Is it a fair thing to do? Is it ethical?
I told him, as building steward, I would support it. He was trying to change the
culture of the school and he needed people on the bus that fit and he was very fair
about it, although it was hard. I followed up and talked to the teachers afterwards.
As their building steward, I talked to them about what their rights were and things
like that. Fred knew he had every right to basically get rid of them all because
they were probationary, but it was about how to handle it. All but two, I think,
came back. It became a test to the climate of how do you handle these things
respectfully—even the toughest of situations, how do you handle it in a fair way?
(T2)
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Teachers were ready for a change. Teachers wanted colleagues who were
committed to Lincoln. It became about a fit—being able to do the work required at
Lincoln.
We were ready for people to be committed to being here. A few people left. It’s
not the right fit for everybody, definitely not. I’ve always found it to be the right
fit, which is why I’m still here—it’s got its challenges but it’s definitely got its
rewards. (T9)
Fred wanted teachers to work together and not work in isolation. He did not want
teachers doing their own thing. Some teachers left because of this.
Without knowing why, there had seemed to have been staff members who had
either been here for a while or who have left. I think certain people flourished
under the system that Phil had established. When Fred came, we put a kibosh on
these little islands and tried to bring everybody together; I don’t think everybody
liked it. They liked doing their own thing; they liked to be able to set up walls.
So this idea that the walls are going to be taken down, I think either they were
found out or they didn’t like it. (T10)
Fred let teachers know that it was no longer acceptable to work in isolation and
not get along with other teachers. He helped some teachers who did not agree with
Lincoln’s new direction to find positions in other schools. He helped create a family.
We became a family, because Fred let everybody know that we’re not going to do
this anymore. He continued to say, “If this is how you feel, this might not be the
place for you.” He said it to the whole staff; he kept saying the same thing.
“Ladies and gentlemen, if this is a problem for you, this might not be the place for
you.” (T7)
Theme 2. A Graphic Vision for the School’s Future
A shared vision. One of the biggest impacts that Fred had on teachers is that,
from his first day on the job, he presented a vision, which the teachers referred to as his
road map. He started doing this for himself, while at the middle school, so he could track
duplication of services. He decided to share it with Lincoln teachers in their first staff
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meeting and it had an immediate impact. The vision is what teachers talked about most
during interviews.
Fred’s leadership style matches my teaching style and the way I operate. I’m that
forward thinker, I guess. I like to have a plan and to know where I’m going and
not just to know what I’m doing this year, but how it impacts what I’m doing five
and 10 years down the road. It really resonated with me that the way he was
going to lead us is the way I am as a teacher and as a learner in general. I like that
he had a vision for our school. I don’t think anyone has ever come in and given
us a vision. He understood where we were coming from and he understood where
we needed to go and that it wasn’t going to take one year or two years. It could
take five to 10 years, but that he had to plan to get there. I liked that he had that
vision, because, as I said, I don’t think that the other principals had a vision—it
was year-by-year, and if things got thrown at us, well, we’ll take that and we’ll
take that and we’ll take that and soon we were taking on too many things because
we were trying to fix all the problems here whether it was students or teachers or
test scores. Instead, Fred said: “Okay, let’s look at where we want to go and it’s
going to take a few years and not to add in other things.” That was huge, because
that’s the way I operate—I like to have that vision. It’s what we needed. Not
someone that thinks we can do a quick fix, but to get to where we want to go, it
could take a while. We’ve got the plan and this is how we’re going to get there.
So, I saw that as a huge success. (T9)
Having a plan built trust among teachers. Teachers no longer had the attitude of
trying to outlast the current district initiative until the next one came along. The work
they did was purposeful.
The stuff that we do doesn’t disappear. It’s not one and done; it’s still something
that we do, which again builds confidence that Fred has a good vision and the
stuff we’re doing is purposeful. We’re not wasting our time. (T8)
The road map gave teachers a vision of where Lincoln was going. The teachers
referred to it at each staff meeting. They checked off what they accomplished.
One thing Fred did do for us was he gave us a road map—he gave us a vision. At
each staff meeting, “Let’s check off this; we’re doing this.” I’m thinking, “This is
Business 101, this is outstanding, this is how we do things.” We weren’t used to
that. “Okay, we’re going to get a preschool—really?” And it happened. Yes,
and he did just that. (T7)
The road map gave teachers a common purpose at Lincoln. It was no longer just
survival. Staff meetings became more meaningful.

69
So now you come to school with a purpose, now it’s a purpose—it’s not survival,
it’s a purpose. The purpose is to get these reading scores up—we’re trying to
think about what can we do to contribute to these test scores and what can we do
to make kids want to learn more. The main thing is you look forward to coming
to school, whatever you need he gets it for you—down to other staff to work with
you. They don’t try talking above you and they work with you; we’re a team.
Professionalism has really risen from the podcast. I was telling my wife last
week, “Fred gets us in these staff meetings and he gets our brain awake early in
the morning because he starts unpacking these standards.” We’re not used to that.
Back in the day with Phil, it was more just gathering and go over little tidbits.
No, this is bonding; this is building as a unit. That’s the difference. (T7)
When Fred came, he used the road map to create a clear direction for Lincoln. He
insisted that teachers focus on one thing at a time. They started with community and then
moved on to reading by third grade.
Fred really turned our clear direction into, “Let’s build this community first,” and
then came the bigger things. We stepped into our main goal of all kids reading by
third grade and then he built on these little minicomponents that were slowly
added in so that we could get really good at one thing, whether it was just reading
or a guided reading block. Now we’re going to look at math. Now it’s going to
be curriculum. He was really focused on letting us hone in on one of these
concepts first before we start tackling everything at one time because that’s not
feasible or doable. Every time we get together he puts it up—he calls it our road
map—and he says, “You’ve seen this a million times.” It all makes sense because
he has a clear visual aid for people to look at too. It makes the direction really
clear and easy to follow, understandable and not incredibly overwhelming. Every
time we get together for a training or a staff meeting, we go back to it and we talk
about what our next step is so that we’re prepared and have an idea of what’s
coming, so it’s not: “Well, surprise! We’re going to do this today.” I feel like we
all have an idea where we’re going. (T3)
Teachers laughed when Fred included pre-Kindergarten at Lincoln in the road
map. Then it happened. Teachers realized that getting students a year earlier would
make their jobs easier when students reached their grade.
We were going to follow Fred’s road map, which included the vision of having a
pre-K here. He tells us this and we all laughed. But just think of what that’s
going to do for our population. It’s about kids, let’s be honest, that aren’t getting
a lot at home—some of them—and if you target those kids and we get them a year
earlier, it’s only going to make my job easier as a fifth-grade teacher. (T8)
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Fred was articulate and passionate about his road map and education. The
unifying mission was to get kids reading by third grade. He convinced teachers that
everyone had a role in fulfilling this mission. Teachers knew where to start.
Fred has an aura, a presence that is very inspiring. His personal stories ring true
in terms of things he’s overcome in his own life. And his passion and how
articulate he is and how well-spoken he is about education. He is a big picture
guy, and with that came the belief that we needed to start with a unifying mission
and I believe back then that mission was, “All students reading well by third
grade.” He said every member of the staff has to play a part in that, and so we
teachers really bought into that. “Okay, we know what we’re starting with—this
is our goal—to get kids reading.” (T2)
Fred talked to teachers about where they were at a specific point in time and
where they needed to go. He was clear about roles—who did what—when they
discussed the road map. The goal was always very personal, which encouraged teachers
to be vulnerable.
Fred talked a lot about the road map. “Here’s where we need to go; here’s where
we’re at.” And that candidness of “we’re struggling, we’re not succeeding, we
need to be open and honest with where we’re at and here’s what we’re going to
do. Here’s your role, here’s my role, and here’s how we’re going to get there.”
He was very clear in what was expected of us and how we were going to get
there. He did a masterful job of tying all those things in. We’re sitting there
having a presentation about something and, it would all be tied into this, “Here’s
what our vision is; here’s what our goal is for Lincoln.” There was a personal
side to it, which I think allowed teachers to be open and honest and have that
voice and be vulnerable. I think vulnerability is a really big thing, especially
when you’re struggling. That was really important—that teachers could feel like
they could really talk about things and it wasn’t just complaining. (T2)
In the past, district administration would start new initiatives and then those
initiatives would eventually go away. When Fred came, he stopped that pattern. He
helped by eliminating things teachers might not have time to do and encouraged them to
focus on what they could accomplish well.
Fred ‘s vision would be the key thing. He’s always had a vision from the
beginning of what he perceived we needed to do. When he came in, obviously
being part of the hiring committee, he knew a lot of the things people were
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looking for, what staff was wanting in a principal, and maybe, to some point, what
they needed. He came up with what he called a road map and it had laid out big
chunks of things: reading by third grade, preschool presence, and community
relationships. And then, under those big ticket items, were ways we could get
there. At first, the map was littered, there was probably 15 items on that road
map. He started talking about what kinds of things we need to put on the back
burner and focus on other things to get us into a manageable position. For
example, we were supposed to do one more district initiative, SIOP, that year and
we were also going through the process of becoming an International
Baccalaureate school. IB didn’t work out and we decided to hold off on SIOP.
We pumped the brakes there and just focused on two items and doing them really
well. He got the support from the district. We focused on reading by third grade
and having a preschool presence. I’m not clear about where the road map came
from. He listened to what the hiring committee talked about and he probably
vetted it through the staff—maybe the building leadership team—before he
presented it to the whole staff, because he is not the type of person that just says,
“This is what we’re doing.” He likes to touch base with different people that he
has that relationship with. The roadmap helped us, because our staff had been
used to, “Oh, we’re going to start this,” and then it went away. When I started in
2005, we went through about three different initiatives that came and went. We
did a character-building curriculum that lasted for two years and then went away.
We attempted SIOP and collaborative teaching—those came and went. We as a
staff began to think, “Why should we put 100% into this if we know it’s not going
to be here?” That was beginning to be a real detriment to everyone and I think
Fred heard that loud and clear and said, “Well, then, we need to look at what
we’re doing and how to eliminate some of the stuff that we might not be able to
get to and really focus on what we can.” And so, I think that was very helpful to
staff to know that we had that support. (T1)
District administration suggested that Lincoln try many different initiatives. It did
not help that there appeared to be a constant change in principalship. The road map gave
teachers ownership over Lincoln’s direction.
With each new principal, there were always new initiatives. I don’t know if it
was necessarily from the principals, but there were a lot. I’m sure district
administration was asking, “What are we supposed to do with this school?” I got
here the year after Principal P3 left. Then we had a Principal P4 for a couple of
years and then she moved on. Then there was another one, P5, that the district
helped move along. In a way, it was like a revolving door and it was hard
because of the ever-changing leadership. I can only imagine that district
administration was saying, “What are we going to do with this building? We’re
having trouble with the principals and there’s all these kids that don’t look like the
rest of the kids in our district and we don’t know how to teach them and reach
their families. So how do we manage this?” Then came a constant barrage of
“Let’s try this; let’s try that.” It was really hard. Fred’s big thing was to have a
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road map and he did. He just put up the latest version again at our last meeting.
The road map has always been super basic, because I think because it needs to be.
It’s been a really good way to keep people focused. Even though it’s very basic
and simple, and it might not be necessarily the way that everybody would
organize their thinking, it’s always there and it’s really good to have the same
thing come up. Although the version that was up this past Monday wasn’t the
same thing that it looked like last year or the year before. Some of the things are
the same but not exactly the same. If it is just a way to keep his own thoughts
organized, it really shows people, “Look, we said we were going to do this and
we’re still doing this.” For example, “We said we were going to have four-yearolds in our building? And look what’s happened.” Four-year-olds in our
building. (T12)
Unfortunately, Phil left at a bad time. Teachers felt that Fred had a vision for
Lincoln and that he was committed to Lincoln. They also believed that he would not
leave unless Lincoln was in a good place.
Fred has a vision for this school and I don’t think he wouldn’t leave in the middle
of something big, just knowing who he is, he’s committed to getting us to a good
place before he would leave. He won’t do what Phil did. Phil could leave when
he wanted to but he really left when it was not a good time for us as a school.
(T9)
Fred had a vision and he stuck to it. He took things off teachers’ plates, giving
teachers room to breathe. Then he helped teachers build Lincoln’s direction.
For me, personally, the transition was very flawless because I truly believe that
Fred took a step back, took things off our plate, let us breathe, and helped build us
back up to where we needed to go, to move before we could move forward. He’s
had a vision, he’s always stuck to it, and always comes back to it. That’s huge.
(T9)
Teachers trusted Fred to create a vision for Lincoln. He more than a manager; he
was a leader. He did not want to or like to micromanage.
The big picture is all Fred and it’s a relief. I feel like I can trust him with where
our school is going, so I can just focus on my job. I’d love to say that my opinion
about curriculum is very valuable, but at the same time everyone has a different
opinion about something like that and really, it just needs to be one person who
researches and steers the school. He collaborates with principals very well; he
renewed and engaged principal meetings in our district. I feel he’s even a leader
in our district, as well; it inspires staff to work harder. That’s how I personally
feel, and I’ve sent him cards saying, “There’s a big difference between
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management and leadership.” There really is. When I’m not micromanaged and
you’re telling me that you have this vision for our school, I’m going to follow that
direction—not like a sheep, but like someone who knows my job entails. Then,
yes, that’s exactly who I want leading our school. (T11)
A focus on student learning. Fred changed the focus from the individual teacher
to Lincoln as a team. Collectively, teachers believed that they were educating students,
not just students for whom they were directly responsible. It was a change in mind-set.
We believe that we’re all in this together, that the kids are all our kids. We just
had to have a different mind-set. Instead of thinking of them as, “my kids” and
how are “my kids” going to do, we had to think of them as “our kids,” and Fred’s
been very big into helping us change that mind-set. It’s because of the way our
school is functioning as staff. Before, it was, “you” and “your classroom doors
were closed.” You know? Everyone kept saying “my-my.” Today, he has us
seeing that the mind-set should be about “our kids” and we should be reaching out
for help, that we cannot do it by ourselves, that we need it to be all of our kids and
we should all be in it together to help these children. How can we work together
and how can we look at our resources? He was very much into listening to us
and, again, making things happen. That’s been huge. (T9)
While the focus became students, Fred also realized that students did best when
teachers were given time to do their best. He was committed to lessen the load on
teachers.
Fred knows what needs to be done to allow teachers to do their best. The priority
is the students, but the way he’s handling it is by not putting more and more
responsibilities on the teacher’s plate, but by respecting us as well, knowing that
students do better when we have the time to do our work the best we can. (T11)
After Fred’s first few years, teachers started focusing on standards on which
Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments (MCA) were based. This approach helped
unravel what students needed to learn.
There are kids here who need help. I tell them that I’ve seen the playbook; here’s
what it looks like to be successful, here’s the stuff you need. It’s exciting to see
the progression. Fred said to me, “Okay, so let’s zoom in on these standards
because we’ve been teaching some of the wrong stuff.” So now we’re getting the
standards stuff, which is what the MCA is based off of. “You know what? If we
really start hammering this stuff now, what will that do to our scores?” Then you
talk about more people wanting to do this for the last five years. It’s been fun to
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be part of something that’s moving in the right direction; it is. Five years ago,
your test scores were here and now your test scores are up here, what have you
done? And you look back and say, “Gosh, we’ve come a long way.” First, you
talk about how to treat people. Then you talk about what we can put in place to
help kids. And now, what we can do to improve instruction for our kids. We’re
focused on standards—which standard is going to help our students learn better.
All the pieces are moving in the right direction. He slowly unraveled that, what
comes first before the other. (T8)
Fred also knew the emotional life of Lincoln’s students, because of his own
personal background. The language he used to explain this became the common
language of teachers.
Fred told us, “Don’t be surprised if students act out as we approach winter break.
Put it in perspective for these kids, this can be a scary time.” Because you know
of his background, which I’m sure you’ve heard about and know about, because
of his background, he knows. For a lot of kids, this can be a really tough time of
going home for Christmas and they don’t have a lot. That’s going to be a big
transition time, an uncertain time. And so, I think we’re as a staff a little more
sensitive about that. And you talk about that, I think that’s a common language
that you hear people using—his words become the way we think. I hadn’t
thought of this before—that Christmas could be a tough time. So, I think his
background brings a lot. (T8)
Removal of unnecessary work: One of the first things that Fred organized was a
discussion about IB and then a teacher vote. When teachers voted down IB, that set the
stage for clearing the table of unnecessary work. He let teachers decide their future.
Fred gave us the opportunity to decide our own future. He took everything off the
table. First was the IB thing; he just gave that over to us to decide. He came in
and left it up to us. He said, “You guys vote on this and I’ll support you whatever
way.” Did he have a sense that people would vote it down? I don’t know—
maybe. I think it was pretty close in the end, the vote on whether we would
continue with IB or drop it. I heard that it was pretty close. Once IB was voted
down, that’s when he really said to us, “What I really want to do is clear off the
table; I want to take these things away so that we can look at what’s most
important for us to do in our building.” (T12)
Teachers felt a big sense of relief when they voted down IB. Initiatives that had
accumulated over the years were removed from their plates. They were able to determine
what the real problem was and where to start from scratch.
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The biggest thing was when we ended up scratching IB because that was one
thing that was hanging over us that we weren’t all behind. It was put upon us and
when Fred took it off our plates, that was huge, like the biggest weight lifted. We
were able to start from scratch with where we wanted to go. The years prior to
that, we felt like Reading First and everything kept piling up. We felt like we
were the pilot school because we were the most “in crisis,” they kept calling us at
the time. It was: “Well, let’s just have them try this and try that”—instead of
really looking at where we were at. You can’t just keep trying things; you have to
look at where the problem is. (T9)
Although IB had many great components, teachers did not believe IB was going
to fix the root problems at Lincoln. What Lincoln needed was a change in leadership,
which Fred provided. Teachers needed a leader with a clear focus.
I was still trying to get my brain around everything here when I first started. I
was not a fan of IB, because it was too much too soon. I felt like they wanted us
to do all these changes and not everybody had bought into IB yet. I don’t even
think I really understood it, because I was so new in the teaching world at that
point and now you’re telling me I have to go and do all this stuff that is
completely foreign that I don’t understand yet. I think IB had a lot of great
components the further I got into it. I think a change in leadership was what we
really needed. We needed a clear focus and IB was not clear to a lot of us right
off the bat. Had we gone into it more, I think it could have been really interesting
but I don’t know that IB was the end all/be all of what we truly needed. It was:
“Well, here, let’s try this,” and “Here, let’s try this, we’ll see if this is the cure that
Lincoln needs to fix the core problem.” Fred came and said, “Nope, wipe it all,
start fresh and just add one thing at a time. Let’s get really good at one thing at a
time.” The more we’ve chipped away at one thing at a time, everything has
become so much more crisp and clean and focused. It makes our jobs that much
easier when we have a leader who protect us from all this. “Nope, we’re not
going to do that; that’s not where we’re going right now.” We have this little
force field around us, “We’re not going to do that right now because it doesn’t fit
into our path and our direction.” (T3)
Fred took everything away first. He stopped the endless number of committees
that teachers were required to be on. He focused initially on teacher relationships, then
student behavior, and finally student academics. He took advantage of Lincoln’s
different student demographics and his special relationship with the superintendent.
When I first started, there was a lot going on. There was SIOP, there were
hundreds, at least it felt like it, of different committees and teachers were really
expected to be a part of a committee. I was on one and nothing came of it, so I
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felt like it was wasted time. I was on the Parent and Family Involvement
Committee my first year, which I felt like could have been huge, but there really
was no direction for it. Phil would come to the meetings but we just talked about
some ideas. When Fred came, he wiped it all clear. “We’re done with all these
hundreds of committees and all these little ideas.” (T3)
Our building has always been treated differently in a lot of ways than other
elementary buildings in the district. Perhaps it was because of the difference in
our demographics from the rest of the district. Fred is the first person to use that
to our advantage—saying, “Well, we’re not going to do this here because we’re
different and we’re going to do something else instead.” I think he had a good
enough relationship with the superintendent and some other people at higher
levels to get them to agree with him. A lot of that probably came from the
positive changes he was able to enact at the middle school in the time he was
there, but that was his first priority. “We’re going to take this stuff away and add
back in what is going to help us move forward.” With PBIS, we focused on staff
first—building the culture of the staff of the building first, then adding the student
piece back in and finally adding the academic piece back in. That was an
important thing to do. As a leader, he didn’t just want to see what was going on
and do nothing the first year, but he also didn’t bring his own personal line item
agenda to the table. He didn’t do either. He took everything away and then
started adding things back in. (T12)
Resistance to district administration demands. Phil followed district directives
about what new initiatives Lincoln needed to do without owning them. Fred did not do
that; he resisted district administration demands. The things he talked about were well
thought out.
Phil would come back from principal meetings on Thursday and he wouldn’t own
it; he’d say, “Okay, we need to do this and this.” It wasn’t that bad, but he just
didn’t own it; you could tell it didn’t come from him. It was very top-down
driven. With Fred, there’s never anything like that. I don’t see a lot of stuff
where he gets this on Thursday and next Tuesday it’s coming at you—it’s all
thought through. The funny part is I know there is stuff—and he says there is—
stuff that he’s told to do and he replies, “No, we’re not doing it.” (T8)
Fred told teachers that they were not going to do things because district
administration said they were. He put decisions to teacher votes. He took teachers’ ideas
into account.
At staff meetings, Fred would talk about, "We're not going to just do this because
someone says we should do this. We're going to see if it's the best for our school.
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We're going to take a vote and see if the staff feels like it's something good for
us.” One thing about him that I really appreciate is that he really takes the staff
into account. He thinks about and appreciates us. He honors us as professionals.
He takes our ideas into account. (T4)
Fred realized that teachers were being pulled in too many directions. He was able
to tell that district no. He helped teachers get better at the things that would be more
beneficial for students.
We were always getting directives, “Oh, you need to do this now; you need to do
that now,” I always felt: “Oh my goodness, we have so many initiatives that we’re
doing and we can’t do any of them well.” Fred was somehow able to say, “No,
we’re not doing all of that.” So whatever connection he had with the district or
the superintendent or whatever, he was able to do say to them: “No, we’re not
going to do that; we’re going to do this and do it well.” That was awesome. I
think the staff really appreciated that. I felt the same way, we’re doing too many
things, we can’t get good at any of them and it’s overwhelming when you have so
much on your plate. So he took things off our plate, but in doing that we got
better at things we needed to be better at. He’s such a good leader that he knew
that’s not what we needed. He knew we needed to focus on other things. (T4)
Teachers were unsure what Phil used to tell district administration when new
district-wide initiatives were proposed. For whatever reason, things changed when Fred
came. He told district administration that Lincoln was not going to tackle all these new
initiatives.
The district would say to Phil, “Now let’s try this; now let’s try this.” And that’s
what he did, he brought it to us and he saw that as being his job. District
administration was telling him something and he’d say, “Let’s give it a try.” I’m
not saying he never said, “That’s not going to work for us.” I’m sure he did. He
did have leadership qualities, for sure. But now something is different. I don’t
know if it was Fred’s leadership style or his relationships at the district level, but
before those initiatives got laid out on the table and we were told we need to do
this, think about that, or try these, Fred was able to say, “No, we’re not going to
do that.” (T12)
Fred not only gave a voice to teachers, he was also a voice for teachers. He stood
up for them. This not only affected their work lives, but also their personal lives.
It was a good experience. I feel really fortunate that Fred’s here, I think a lot of
people do. And having a voice for us, that was another thing with everything
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getting put on our plate, we didn’t have a voice and I think some of the principals
thought they didn’t have a voice and nobody said no. So having somebody stand
up for us—that’s huge, that affects my every day and what I do as a teacher, my
life. (T4)
Theme 3. More Systems to Support Students and Learning
Better systems put in place. Fred was a systems thinker. Systems helped
Lincoln run better. The systems that were put in place at Lincoln were sustainable.
Fred talked about systems and putting systems in place and that makes so much
sense. I think a lot of principals know that systems need to be put in place, but I
don’t know if it’s too difficult or some people don’t have that ability to put
systems in place the way he does. Fred is all about putting systems in place.
Things run so much smoother because we have those systems in place. (T4)
“Fred is all about systems. He hammers it home—everything we do has a rhyme
and a reason and a purpose. It’s systemic and it’s sustainable. Regardless of what pieces
are in it, this system can work” (T2).
Fred used an OnStar analogy about putting systems in place. OnStar was a
vehicle assistance system established in 1995 by General Motors whereby information
about an owner’s vehicle was sent wirelessly to an emergency call center, which would
interpret the driver’s needs and automatically dispatch assistance, if needed. Fred helped
put systems in place for things that happened at Lincoln. Those things no longer threw
teachers and Lincoln into crisis. Lincoln developed a plan to deal with events in
students’ lives.
I remember when Fred explained the OnStar analogy, he said, “Okay, we come to
school one day and some kid comes in and we found out that their father was
shot. We shouldn’t be surprised by that. We can be empathetic but we say,
where’s the OnStar button we’re going to push. Let’s have a plan for that. Who’s
the social worker? Is she here; if not, can we get another social worker here? So
we need more than one person? Do they have siblings? Let’s not go into crisis
mode about everything new that happens. Let’s have a plan.” (T8)
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Fred believed in putting systems in place, because systems are sustainable even if
the people change. Systems worked at Lincoln, because teachers had the capacity to do
the work and a leader who backed them. Fred focused on the big picture.
Fred is big picture, a thousand miles in the sky, coming up with systemic change.
Then he delegates. It’s that trust that only works if you have staff who (a) can do
the work, and Lincoln did because it was a well-trained staff. Staff had gone
through Reading First and a huge focus had been on guided reading. So it was a
staff that had had a lot of training, so they had the capacity to do those things—
they just needed (b) opportunities to do it and a principal who would give them
time and backing to do it, all while prioritizing the work. “We’re not going to do
10 things, we’re going to really pare this down to just one or two things at a time,
make sure they’re done well—systemically—so even if we still have the high
attrition rate, it can still last.” Regardless of the people, it still lasts because the
system is there. That felt good for teachers knowing that was in place. (T2)
Systems took stress off of teachers. When teachers were confronted by
something, they knew where to turn. Fred was a visionary.
The key word is systems. Fred really has put systems in place. I’m not a big
systems person, but I really appreciate that he really has done this to the point
where it takes the stress off you; it really does. I love his staff meetings; I love
the way he architects how he leads. He’s a visionary. He puts things in plain
terms, and also real life, so you can understand them. OnStar was a great idea,
some people learn differently so he’s tapping into all of our learning and it makes
you go, “Ah-ha, I see what you’re doing.” All of a sudden we’ve got jackets back
here for our kids that don’t have jackets, they come back here and they get a free
jacket. We’ve got systems set up to take care of our clientele. We’re a
community school. (T7)
Fred came in with a new approach of dealing with Lincoln. Instead of turning to
Fred for answers, as they did with Phil, teachers learned to turn to each other for help.
Teachers started having more defined roles.
It’s all about systems. Fred’s very much into systems, which again goes along
with fact that he’s got a vision, he’s got a roadmap, when we accomplish
something we celebrate it. It’s not about adding but just sticking to the vision—
he’s got systems in place you follow. Before we were coming from a place where
we were trying to fix things with quick Band-Aids. We were reacting to crisis
and doing things like that. But you realize you can only do that for so long before
you burn out. So he came in with a whole new approach of looking at how we
could reorganize this business basically. It’s a business, so let’s reorganize. I
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would have to think that every big business has to eventually get to that point. If
you keep doing what you’re doing, even if you are doing okay, eventually things
change. For example, we get new kids every single year and even throughout the
year. It’s insane; you can’t just keep doing the same things over and over again,
things have to always be changing to meet the needs and stuff. If a new student
coming in in the middle of the year, we have a lot of systems in place so we know
who to go to for answers. With Phil, everyone went to him for answers instead of
realizing that if this is an issue that you’re having, maybe you should talk to this
person first. There are people and systems in place that you go to first and Fred
oversees those types of things. Not that he won’t ever listen to you or try to help
you, but he might guide you to a person that could maybe better help because
that’s the person in charge of that specific area. It helped to distinguish roles,
people to go to, and the avenues for help. As I said, it really was reorganizing the
school, which is what we really needed after all those many principals? We
needed to take a fresh look and not change things necessarily right away. We just
started in one place and then added on as needed. (T9)
Fred used an example of how hospital emergency rooms have systems in place. If
a student came in with a specific need, teachers knew where to send the student. It was
no longer up to classroom teacher to fix everything.
Again, it’s empowering. It’s knowing what we can take on and what we can
worry about and what we can’t. One way I know Fred described it in meetings
was an emergency room. “We need to be an emergency room—no matter what a
kid brings to us, whatever their issues or concerns are, we have systems in place
to address their needs.” So it’s not just one individual expected to do everything,
but if a kid comes in with this need, boom—they go to this person or this
program. A kid comes in with this need, boom—they go to this program or this
resource. So it was all about what can you control and how do you have systems
in place to where kids can get what they need and it’s not just based on the
classroom teacher trying to fix everything. (T2)
Fred always said, like doctors, you don’t want to go in for surgery and have your
doctor not know what to do if things go wrong. You need to be prepared for the
situations and not go into crisis mode when things come up. He’s very much into
having the plans and the structures. (T9)
Though teachers did not experience this right away, by Fred’s second or third
year, there was a new calm at Lincoln. Putting systems in place made teachers more
proactive and less reactive.
What was my personal experience through the transition? Having Fred come in,
be aware of what we were experiencing, and put systems in place, it was
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wonderful. We could feel it by Fred’s second year, definitely by his third year.
There was more of a calm, there wasn’t such a frantic feeling, having the systems
in place—we were proactive instead of reacting to everything. (T4)
More time to teach. Teacher felt more administrative support when Fred started.
He put in place more learning supports for students for the things that students needed
outside the classroom. Putting systems in place allowed teachers to focus on teaching
and students to focus on learning. Teachers had more to do what they were hired to do—
teach. He never forgot his own teacher roots.
At one point I was talking to Fred and he said something about his five-year plan.
A couple years before I made the switch to my new position, I had a really
difficult class and I told him, “Fred, I don’t know, but I think I need a change.”
He said, “Okay,” and he listened to me. “Okay, what are you thinking?” And I
said, “I don’t know, I don’t know if I need to switch schools, I don’t know if I
need to switch positions here, I don’t really know.” And he replied, “You know, I
think it’s good to make a change. What can I do to help you?” That’s another
example of how he listens to teachers. Really? “What can I do to help you?” He
knew throughout the year I was having a really rough time with some of the
students I had in my classroom. I felt better after I went to him and really spoke
about how difficult it was. Fred listened and he gave figured out a way to give
one student that was so out of control the support he needed and it changed. It
was still difficult, but it changed the way I could teach. I was telling him, “I can’t
teach, there’s so many interruptions and so many things going on.” I tried to keep
the student in my classroom, because I didn’t want to always have him outside the
classroom because that wasn’t good for him either. It changed the way I could
teach because if this child then blew up or melted down or started whatever—he
would just tear things up in the classroom or tear things off of the wall—then this
para could lead him out and I could go on with my teaching. I didn’t have to stop,
try to get a hold of somebody to come down to take care of things while my
whole classroom was doing whatever and just trying to keep control of the whole
class. So, he really addresses needs when you have them. I don’t know if he’s
able to do that all the time but in that situation he could see the severity and was
able to provide that. (T4)
Fred listened to teachers. He gave them the support when they needed it. When
teachers wanted to transfer, he listened and supported them. That only made teachers
want to stay at Lincoln more.
I was in third grade and Phil was here for three of those five years. But I would
say all three of those years were not good, but neither was the first one. They
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weren’t terrible, but I ended up, just by chance, with lots of kids who would move
before the school year ended every year—except the fifth year I was in there I
kept my class from the beginning, for the most part, but, by the end of the year for
four of those five years, half of the class would be new. I had some really thick
files coming in with EBD [Emotional or Behavioral Disorders] and at least two
kids the first three years who were really over the top and there was really not an
appropriate amount of help or never enough for me. For example, I was asking
myself, “Why am I the one coming up with when a kid should miss recess or go
to the quiet room? If kids are throwing chairs and swearing at me, it seems like
someone should be intervening.” That first year that Fred was here, it was not to
that extreme, but I had a couple of challenging kids—two kids that lived in same
apartment building, went to the same mosque, and were in the same clan. Well,
they didn’t get along and their mom and dad, didn’t get along. It was love/hate
and they would have some very big issues in the classroom. One of those kids
was particularly troublesome at times and things got really interesting. We had an
assistant principal and a dean also who dealt with most of the behavior things and
Fred had oversight over the big picture. I really did not feel very supported by
them at the time. People would come down, but it was like the thing I would be
asked was, “Well, have you called home?” “Yes, 12 times.” It was pushed back
on me. I said to myself, “This is getting ridiculous, I want something else to
happen.” The year before, it got to the point where I did interview elsewhere; I
wanted to leave. But I really liked it here, I really liked the kids, I liked the staff,
but it was becoming too much for me. I just cannot continue like this. I’m going
home crying or mad or whatever every night. I didn’t get the job and ended up
back at Lincoln. Fred knew that I had interviewed elsewhere. But then an
opportunity came up again during that first year that Fred was here to interview
elsewhere. I didn’t know for sure but wanted to put my name out there and
maybe I’d want to go. I remember going in and telling him, “It’s not that I don’t
want to be here, it’s just I am not getting any support from anyone.” I think he
was shocked, “Well, are you sure you’re being direct? Have you asked for what
you’ve needed? Because even right now you can’t quite articulate it very well.” I
remember him saying, “This teacher calls and says, ‘Take the kid; do this.’ Others
teachers call and say, ‘I don’t care, you decide’”. I said, “I don’t know where I
fall, but I’m sick of being asked if I’ve called home. I don’t feel like anything is
happening and there is supposed to be stuff happening in the system when we
send kids down. We’re supposed to see notes coming back from the quiet room
and there’s nothing there, this isn’t happening.” So he wanted time to look into it
and he called me back in a few days later and he said, “You’re right, I’ve looked
into this, I don’t know what’s going on. We’ve talked, they haven’t been doing
this; it should change. If this happens again, come and tell me because I didn’t
know you were feeling this way.” So that made me feel better at least, like I was
finally heard, but then I still, at the time, put my name in on the transfer list. I
interviewed at another school with another principal. The conversation was so
different from what I had experienced with Fred. I thought about the other
principal, “You’re not being upfront with me or honest or talking to me directly.
Just give me the truth. This is so weird.” And I said to a friend that I didn’t think
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I could go now that I’ve been working with Fred, I don’t think I could switch to
working with somebody who is really different, whose cards are really tight, and
who couldn’t tell me what’s going to happen with me. Fred said, “I want you to
go if you want to go. I just want you to be happy and you do whatever you need
to do.” But I didn’t go. The last year of third grade was not perfect, but it was a
great year; I loved it. I felt, “This was a really good year; now this is what I want
to do and where I want to be.” (T6)
Taking things off teachers’ plates and providing classroom supports lowered the
stress that teachers were feeling, both at school and at home. When Fred talked, teachers
connected to his message. They believed in him.
Taking things off our plates and lowering our stress helped in my personal life,
too. I had stress with my class that first year Fred was here. I think it would have
been more stressful, if things didn’t start to be put in place and if I didn’t get the
classroom support I needed. Just his philosophy as a leader on education and
kids, just when he talks I totally connect with what he has to say . . . that made me
feel better about my profession and about being here at Lincoln. (T4)
Theme 4. More Building-Based Professional Development
Development of teacher-leaders. Fred identified teachers as leaders in areas that
were not his strengths. He started with a reading specialist and then a math specialist.
He allowed these specialists to develop their roles as they went along.
I’ve noticed that Fred zooms in on the people that he’s identified as leaders—like
our reading specialist. Fred wasn’t a reading expert—I think he would tell you
that—and he said to her, “You’re going to be my reading guru and I need you to
help me improve this school in reading.” I know our reading specialist is overly
planned, super intense about reading. Geez, I don’t have enough hours in the day
to plan reading like she does. Then he said, “I don’t know exactly what this is
going to look like, but I know we need help in math and our math specialist is
going to be the one to help us figure it out.” He says it just like that. If he were at
a different school, some people might say, “Well, what do you mean you don’t
know what her role is?” It’s okay here at Lincoln. We understand that we’ll
figure it out, because there are certainly student needs and we have the expertise.
(T8)
Fred did not play favorites; he based his decisions about who should be leaders in
a specific area on who had expertise, or an interest in developing expertise. Those
leaders had defined roles. He worked with teams to decide who should lead the team.
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Phil had his favorites. He had his go-to people who he knew he could depend on
and he would always choose those people to make decisions. Whereas Fred is
giving people the opportunity to show their expertise and then actually making it
a defined role, so people realize that this person isn’t just in charge because the
principal likes them better or they’re trusted more, but this person has worked
through professional development and a process to deserve this role. People
recognize that this person does have more expertise and should be in that position.
Like the reading specialist, like the math specialist, like all these people that I’ve
seen stay and move around, shuffle positions. Before they were recruited for
support or recruited for opinion, but now they definitely deserve the role they
have. Since the role is defined, people respect them more, they don’t feel like
they’re not trusted or that nobody appreciates them. It’s better this way. There
were team leaders before, but the team chose internally more who on the team
was going to go see the principal, who was going to go report to him what we
wanted. Whereas Fred works with teams and who should be the leader evolves
from his interactions with teams. It feels different. (T11)
Fred helped teachers realize that they did not need to know everything to be an
expert; they just needed to know where to find the answers. He helped teachers become
experts on whom other teachers could rely. He helped change the perception of what
makes a leader and what they do.
Fred tried to find—obviously there are good things about everybody—something
good or their strength or their gift or whatever that they brought to try to build on
it somehow. It was at the end of that first year that he was here we started having
more conversations. He would ask me questions. And then, the second year he
was here I was still in the classroom, but then it started becoming a push, “I want
you to be in this position, you need to think about this, this is your direction.” I
remember when he called me down to his office. I felt like I was in trouble. He
wanted to know if I agreed with the direction that we were going because he
couldn’t ever read me. He didn’t know where I stood on things and sometimes I
looked distant. I was on the leadership team at the time and he knew there was
something going on but he didn’t know what my thoughts were. I said, “Yes, I
do, we have a plan, we’re going to have a preschool, and yes, all these things are
good.” I also said, “I’m not always the person that is going to come and say, ‘Oh,
I love this,’ that’s just not me.” But I remember thinking this was weird. I
remember him saying, “It seems like you want to be a leader but you have one
foot in and one foot out and you can’t decide. Sometimes I want you to speak up
and you don’t.” I said, “But I don’t want to be the one that talks all the time. I
don’t want to be obnoxious and I don’t want to dominate things. Doesn’t a good
leader sit back?” I think we were both saying the same thing, but I couldn’t figure
it out and initially I felt like, “Why is he picking on me?” or, “What am I in
trouble for?” And then I thought about it more, “I’d like you to be more of a
leader and you should go more in this direction.” And I remember saying, “I
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can’t do that, I don’t have a license in that area. I’m not qualified to do that. I
don’t know everything. I’ve never taught anything lower than the grade I’m
currently teaching.” He said, “You don’t have to know everything. You need to
know where to find answers and know this is what we need in our school.” I
remember saying, “I don’t think so, but I’ll think about it.” By the end of the
year, I was saying, “Okay, I’ll try it as long as I can still teach some students and
do interventions.” In the end, I’m glad. I really liked it last year and decided that
I was going to get a license in this area and maybe this is what I’ll do forever or
maybe I’ll go back to the classroom. But I do think it was a good thing. I always
wished I’d gone for a license in this area, but my college didn’t have it when I got
my master’s. Then it became, “Do I want to go back to school again?” Then I
thought, “Well, I’m going to try it. I’ll change. He did promise me if I didn’t like
the position, I could go right back to my spot.” There was a teacher who needed
to get into the classroom to get tenure, so we swapped. It was all worked out, so I
couldn’t go wrong. But then I thought, “I like it, so I’m going to move forward
and do this.” I do credit him for the push to get me to do that, seeing that. I
assume he does that with other people, too. Just seeing their strengths. I really
did think I wasn’t qualified to do this job, there were so many things I don’t
know, and I was really anxious about it. I believe that anyone in a leadership
position is supposed to know everything or everybody thinks you know
everything or at least you’re supposed to. I remember he would just say, “Well, I
don’t know.” Or, “I didn’t know this; I asked this person.” Or even now, “What I
know about this area I know from you.” Or, “If I have a question about this area,
I’m going to ask you. When I’ve got a question about another area, I’m going to
go to the lead in that area.” He helps people become experts and then he relies on
them. It made me more comfortable knowing that I didn’t have to know
everything and it was okay to say I didn’t know. I learned that people appreciated
when I didn’t have all the answers and I could say, “I don’t know, but I’ll find it.”
It was truly a learning experience for me. I became to realize that our district
leaders didn’t know everything. In my mind they do, because that’s how I always
view people up there. That was something for me that definitely changed—a
feeling that I could be in a leadership position and tell people that I didn’t know
and not put so much pressure on myself. (T6)
Fred focused on individual strengths of teachers. He wanted to put the right
people in the right positions for them to be successful. He knew how to make teachers
feel valued.
One day my supervisor e-mailed me and said, “Do you have time to see Fred and
me on Thursday?” And I said to myself, “Oh, am I in trouble or something?” But
then I thought it was probably something good, let’s hope for something good. So
I got into the room and said, “Wow, am I in trouble?” That was the first thing I
said to Fred. That shows how comfortable I feel talking to him. They started
talking about this position and if I’d like to take it. They looked at my strengths.
I love working with kids. In the past we’d had a few kids from refugee camps and
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I really have a passion about helping them. We had limited formal schooling kids
and their life was interrupted—they traveled from country to country. I’d always
wanted to provide resources for other teachers, for staff who work with them.
That’s how they saw this position. I said, “Wow, I’m very excited.” They didn’t
even tell anyone before they talked to me because they thought that I would be the
best person. I felt good. I did. I’ve been working with kids from different grades
now, and not just the first grade now, [like] when I started here in K-5; but I now
focus on newcomers’ writing skills. Another part of my responsibility for years—
the number of Chinese families in the district are growing—has been language
ambassador. I spend a lot of my time during the day helping teachers or faculty
who send me e-mails, “We’ve had a crisis and we need you to help, make a phone
call to families, or this and that.” I felt good that my supervisor and Fred set aside
some time for me to do that, too. Fred sent a really nice e-mail to the whole
school—a really nice e-mail—talking about I have done a great job working with
newcomers in the past and so this is playing to my strengths, the best person to
take this position. I almost cried. That really made my day. It made me feel like
I’m valued, because I felt over the years that I wasn’t. (T5)
Fred reinforced those, whom he saw as teacher-leaders, by writing them personal
notes and encouraging them at individual meetings. He emphasized that lead teachers
also took on leadership roles. He encouraged teachers to learn from one another.
Fred and I had a meeting one time and he said, “I see you as a leader and I see
you as the rock of your team,” and he writes little notes once in a while, “Thanks
for being the rock of your team. I appreciate your support.” So he brought that
out in me. I said to myself, “What? You do see me as a leader?” Because I
didn’t see myself as a leader but he did say that when I was on the team. In fact,
when I was talking about becoming a specialist, he gave me the heads up, “Well, I
do need to let you know that I expect specialists to take on leadership roles. How
do you feel about that?” I said, “I’m fine, I want to learn, I don’t want to go in
thinking I know more than others. I’m not ready to be a leader because I don’t
know everything I think I should know to be a specialist, but, I do want to learn.”
(T4)
Fred encouraged teachers to think about how to retain the teacher-leaders at
Lincoln who had been trained at Lincoln and also, how to bring up more teacher-leaders,
when teacher-leaders leave. Finally, he asked teachers to think about how to sustain the
positive things implemented during Fred’s tenure at Lincoln, when he leaves.
I think the hardest part, though, is keeping those teacher-leaders. It’s one thing to
help teacher-leaders become who they are, but it’s another thing to keep them and
help them make other teachers-leaders. Because if they keep leaving, we’re
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losing out. So how do we create those teacher-leaders but keep them in house. I
know we can’t keep them forever, but how do we help them bring more people up
as teacher-leaders? I know Fred is not going to be here forever, so how do we
sustain all the positive things that we’re doing here with teacher-leaders? How do
we sustain that when our main leader decides to go on and do better things? (T1)
Phil had difficulty developing teacher-leaders. Fred recognized teacher-leaders
and developed their capacity. Lincoln developed a strong professional development
program, using internal teachers as experts.
Right off the bat I felt like there was a trust there with Fred. I had a trust with
Phil, but he had a lot of trouble guiding teacher-leaders. I felt like he knew he had
a lot of teacher-leaders on staff, but had a hard time putting them in the right
seats, if you will. My view of teacher-leaders is we had tons of staff members
that were beyond smart in the field of reading and I felt like they weren't utilized
in the right way. I think about different Professional Development (PD) [see
Appendix G for definition] days that we could have taken, that we could have
used our own people to present these PD formats. I felt like they had a greater
purpose than, for example, being a Title I teacher. We had two teachers that were
phenomenal reading teachers and I thought, “'What else they could have done to
contribute to our school as teacher-leaders?” That is the big shift that I've seen
when Fred came; he saw this ability in these teachers and was able to say, “You
know what? This teacher, while yes, she is able to work with this one group in a
Title I classroom, but what if I took her out of the classroom and had her coach
teachers so that all teachers are giving that same experience to their kids and not
just one?” And so that was huge for me, and that's what I think of as a teacherleader, is that person that can be transformative and go from one scenario to the
next but with a road map. I feel like Fred gave that road map to this teacher to be
able to do that— and that was huge. That was, in my mind, that shift right there is
amazing and for him to see that and make it happen. I think at some point Phil
was just too overwhelmed and didn't feel like he had the right to just push forward
with an agenda. We lost a lot of staff. We had some great teacher-leaders that
left us because of that. Many people, who were here with me at the same time,
experienced in Reading First, had this wealth of knowledge in reading—and not
just reading, but good teaching—and have gone to become what I would call
leaders in different schools. (T1)
Building the capacity of every teacher. Fred took time to try to connect to
teachers who were viewed as negative by Phil and other teachers. He focused on finding
the good in all teachers and bringing an end to negativity. It was apparent that those
teachers felt included and tensions eased.
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I can think of one teacher in particular, where it wasn’t like everything this person
said, it wasn’t like Fred went along with everything that this person would say but
they tended to be very vocal. I noticed there were certain times where Fred would
ask this person to talk in a staff meeting. Or he would even say, “So-and-so and I
had a conversation and they pointed out this or that.” I had no idea what was
happening in private. Just the same, I think he tried to bring out the good in
people and that either put an end to some of the negative or indirectly squelched
some of that negativity. I could see a shift in that person. I think the teacher
didn’t exactly outright say it, but you could tell that this teacher liked Fred and
was happy with that transition. There was a bit of a softening and a calming
around here and things seemed more even keeled. (T6)
Fred made analogies between teaching and other professions, especially
professional golf. He believed in teachers having a strong foundation in the fundamentals
and revisiting the fundamentals often to strengthen them. He was a life-long learner and
inspired all teachers to learn continually.
Fred will tell us stories at staff meetings that inspire you. I don’t know if you
heard all about Steve Stricker, the second best golfer in the world? “I can’t tell
you how I got into my relationship with Steve Stricker” and how he was telling us
about what a great person he is. Sometimes he will tell a story and his stories
correlate with what we’re doing here with kids. At the beginning of our training
yesterday, some people said when they were going into the training, “Oh, it’s
about balanced literacy. Well, I know how to do balanced literacy, why am I
going to this training?” So he asks us to go into it with an open mind. He also
told this story—he always tells a story. “If I had something that I had to have
done medically and I went to a surgeon, I would want the surgeon that continues
to get training on how to do something, not the one that says, ‘Oh, I already know
how to do this, I got my training 10 or 20 years ago, I already know how to do
this.’” He said, “I would want the surgeon that is up-to-date with new things that
work and the most effective way to go through with what he’s doing.” So I think
that’s so true, because you do hear from staff, “Oh, I already know how to do that,
why do I have to go to a training on that?” Well, if you can pick up something
new, that’s awesome. So back to Steve Stricker—Fred gets to practice with him
once in a while—so he practiced with him in August or September. Fred was
saying that at the beginning of practice, Steve would practice his grip. Fred sat
there for like 10 minutes while Steve just practiced his grip. Steve would do this
and then that and then he would move his hands up here and do this, and he would
do all these things. And Fred said to himself, “If I didn’t respect the guy so much,
I would have said, ‘Steve, come on, let’s get going, let’s move here, let’s start.’”
But he said, “As I watched him, I realized he worked on that for a good 10
minutes, and then he worked on his stance and how he was going to stand when
he took his swing and he worked on that for 10 minutes.” And he said, “A part of
me was getting impatient, I wanted to get going, but then I realized that he’s
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working on the foundations and he’s putting his foundations in place and he still,
as the second best golfer in the nation, he’s still working on the foundations.”
And if don’t pay attention to all the foundational things, then everything else can
just collapse, you lose little pieces of that. He said, “In the training today, try to
think, yes, you may know some of these things, but if we can strengthen our
foundation of our knowledge and work on the fundamentals.” Fundamentals is
the word he used, “Just really work on our fundamentals,” he said. “Those are the
things that we need to remember and keep strong otherwise everything is going to
fall apart.” He’s very inspiring and he makes sense with things. He reads a lot,
because he talks about the books he reads or where different things come from,
and I find that so awesome. He’s a really good leader, but he’s still reading books
about good leadership. That’s really great that he’s still learning. (T4)
Supporting Data Analysis
In Chapter 3, I outlined the steps that I would follow to gather data for my
research. I did not perform all the steps as I had originally contemplated. In this section,
I will explain what I did, what I did not do, and my rationale.
Hard data. I collected hard data regarding the school: student demographics, test
scores, behavioral referrals, student and parent survey data, and teacher turnover. I
sought to view the change over time from when Phil left and from when Fred started
(Summer 2010) to when the interviews were conducted (November, 2014–January,
2015). I was hopeful that these data would be useful to describe the difficulties that
occurred before the principal transition and the successes achieved by the end of the case.
I also hoped that it would be helpful to triangulate what teachers reported about their
experience during the principal transition.
Student demographics were rapidly changing at Lincoln, as they were even before
this principal transition (see Table 5).
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Table 5
Student Demographics
Category

Lincoln
2010-2011

District
2010-2011

Lincoln
2014-2015

District
2014-2015

Enrollment

578

10,144

530

9,979

Ethnicity
(non-White)

85%

41%

91%

47%

Free/reduced lunch

82%

39%

88%

43%

Limited English

39%

12%

52%

13%

Special education

11%

11%

5%

10%

Even more important, student demographics at Lincoln did not represent the
student demographics of the district, although the student demographics of the district
were also changing. In 2014-2015, students of color had increased to 91% of the student
population from 85% in 2010-2011. In 2014-2015, students who qualified for
free/reduced lunch, a measure of poverty, had increased to 88% from 82% in 2010-2011.
In addition, in 2014-2015, the number of English language learners surpassed those who
were native English speakers, increasing to 52% from 39% in 2010-2011. Overall, most
of Lincoln’s students were people of color, came from poorer families, and lived in
homes where English was not the first language spoken at home. They were much
different from most other students in the district.
Test scores were examined to determine what effect, if any, the transition might
have had on student achievement, as measured by standardized tests. The State of
Minnesota changed from MCA-II to MCA-III for math after the 2009-2010 school year,
and for reading after the 2011-2012 school year, so it was difficult to compare test scores
between 2009-2010 or 2010-2011 and 2014-2015. Nonetheless, in reviewing the test
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score data, overall test scores stabilized after the 2009-2010 school year when Fred
became principal. Test scores did not go up significantly (see Table 6).
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Table 6
MCA (Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments) Reading Test Scores
Test year

Lincoln % proficient

District % proficient

2005-2006 MCA-II

69.6%

82.6%

2006-2007 MCA-II

61.9%

80.9%

2007-2008 MCA-II

58.3%

80.0%

2008-2009 MCA-II

57.0%

79.2%

2009-2010 MCA-II

54.6%

76.8%

2010-11 MCA-II

61.7%

78.4%

2011-12 MCA-II

61.1%

76.6%

2012-13 MCA-III*

37.5%

58.4%

2013-14 MCA-III
34.5%
59.5%
Note. For reading, MCAII changed to MCA-III after the 2011-2012 school year.
For reading scores, I was able to compare five years before the principal transition
(2005-2010) to four years after Fred came (2010-2014). A quick look at the data showed
that reading scores were going down before the principal transition, but increased
substantially when Fred came. It appears that they remained steady for the four years
after Fred came. I expected that test scores would have increased, but based on the fact
that Lincoln’s student population became more diverse over those years, it does not
surprise me that test scores remained steady (see Table 7).

93
Table 7
MCA (Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments) Math Reading Scores
Test year

Lincoln % proficient

District % proficient

2005-2006 MCA-II

56.0%

68.5%

2006-2007 MCA-II

62.1%

71.1%

2007-2008 MCA-II

59.1%

73.0%

2008-2009 MCA-II

55.6%

74.1%

2009-2010 MCA-II

51.2%

76.1%

2010-2011 MCA-III

41.4%

63.6%

2011-2012 MCA-III

43.3%

70.4%

2012-2013 MCA-III*

42.5%

67.6%

2013-2014 MCA-III
41.3%
67.9%
Note. For math, MCAII changed to MCA-III after the 2009-2010 school year.
For math scores, I was again able to compare five years before the principal
transition (2005-2010) to four years after Fred came (2010-2014). A quick look at the
data showed that math scores were going down before the principal transition, but
remained steady for the four years after Fred came. I expected that test scores would
have increased, but based on the fact that Lincoln’s student population became more
diverse over those years and that math was not the focus for teachers at Lincoln until
2013-2014, it does not surprise me that test scores remained steady.
Behavioral referrals were recorded when students were referred to Lincoln
administration for behavioral problems (see Table 8).
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Table 8
Behavioral Referrals
Change from
previous year

Change from
2009-2010

Year

Number

2007-2008

500

2008-2009

606

21%

2009-2010

1417

134%

2010-2011

830

-41%

-41%

2011-2012

815

-2%

-42%

2012-2013

585

-28%

-59%

2013-2014

270

-54%

-81%

In Phil’s last year, 2009-2010, the number of referrals peaked at 1,417. In Fred’s
first year, 2010-2011, the number of referrals were down 41% to 830. In the year prior to
interviewing teachers, 2013-2014, the number of referrals had dropped to 270, an 81%
drop from 2009-2010. These data confirm what teachers experienced when they reported
that behavioral referrals dropped dramatically when Fred became principal.
Student and parent survey data were examined to determine what effect, if any,
the transition may have had on student and parent perceptions of Lincoln. Tables 9 and
10 show responses to a climate and safety survey given to students and parents.
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Table 9
Student Climate and Safety Survey
Statements

2010-2011*

2014-2015

Lincoln

Elem

Lincoln

Elem

Our school rules are fair.

85%

76%

84%

79%

Students of different races get along well at
this school.

83%

89%

84%

83%

Students of different countries and cultures
are accepted here

94%

95%

87%

90%

I feel safe in this school.

82%

85%

92%

86%

Students usually behave well in class.

78%

67%

74%

62%

Students usually behave well on the buses.

29%

51%

32%

31%

Students usually behave well on the
playground.

63%

68%

71%

68%

83%

67%

82%

72%

This school is doing a good job preventing
kids from teasing other kids
Note. Elem = elementary.
*2009-2010 data not available for students.

For the student survey, I would have preferred to compare the year before the
principal transition (2009-2010) to the year when the interviews were conducted (20142015), but data for students for the 2009-2010 school year were not available.
Nonetheless, a quick look at the data showed two areas went up significantly: student
safety at school and student safety on the playground. The other areas remained constant,
except for students of different countries and cultures feeling less accepted.
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Table 10
Parent Climate and Safety Survey
Question

2009-2010

2014-2015

Lincoln

Elem

Lincoln

Elem

This school has a feeling of community and
pride.

89%

95%

91%

89%

My child looks forward to going to school
each day.

87%

92%

90%

86%

I feel my child is treated respectfully by
school staff.

93%

96%

93%

93%

I feel my child is treated respectfully by
other students.

71%

85%

81%

82%

I believe the school rules are administered
fairly to my child.

82%

94%

90%

90%

I feel the teachers know my child well.

87%

94%

91%

90%

I am satisfied that my child has friends at
school.

84%

94%

86%

89%

59%

83%

75%

72%

Discipline issues are handled well in this
school.
Note. Elem = elementary.

For the parent survey, I was able to compare the year before the principal
transition (2010-2011) to the year when the interviews were conducted (2014-2015). A
quick look at the data showed three areas went up significantly: how staff treated
students, how students treated students, and how discipline was handled. The other areas
remained steady. I expected increases in these areas for students and parents, as teachers
reported that Fred had a positive effect on student behavior, student discipline, and
teacher morale.
Teacher turnover was examined to determine what effect, if any, the transition
might have had on whether teachers stayed at Lincoln or left (see Table 11).
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Table 11
Teacher Turnover
Year
Total FTES

20072008

20082009

20092010

20102011

20112012

20122013

20132014

20142015

40.134 42.542 48.562 49.143 37.195 42.543 44.397 52.197

Hired

3

8

3

4

1

5

3

8

Left

3

2

4

6

2

5

3

?

Prob.

1

1

7

6

0

2

2

?

Gap
?
0
2
0
0
2
0
4
Note. FTES = full-time equivalent; Hired = teacher hired at the beginning of the school
year; Left = teacher left at the end of the school year; Prob. = probationary teacher left at
the end of the school year due to being non-renewed; Gap = teacher who returned at the
beginning of the school year for any reason after not being at Lincoln the previous year.
I did a quick analysis of teacher turnover at Lincoln. The number of teachers who
left after Fred’s first year, 2010-2011, was significant, but the total number of full-time
equivalent teachers dropped by the same amount. This was to be expected, because the
district went through a “right-sizing” of elementary schools at the end of the 2010-2011
school year. A significant number of teachers were added for the 2014-2015 school year,
due to the addition of learning supports for students. The data do not predict lower
teacher turnover, as reported by the teachers. It was difficult to know the reasons why
teachers left Lincoln. It is interesting to note that teachers felt that teacher turnover was
lower and that more teachers applied to transfer into Lincoln within the district than
applied to transfer out.
I was hopeful that these data would be useful to describe the difficulties at
Lincoln before the principal transition and the successes at Lincoln by the end of the case.
Student demographics were able to explain the changing face of Lincoln students.
Reading scores increased, then stabilized. Math scores stabilized. Behavioral referrals
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were dramatically reduced. Students felt safer at school, based on student surveys.
Parents reported that students felt that staff and other students treated them more
respectfully and that discipline was handled more fairly. Teacher turnover might not
have been reduced, but teachers reported that it was, most likely because the reasons why
teachers left Lincoln changed.
School documents. I tried to review school documents of what happened during
the first year of the transition. Unfortunately, the school secretary, who was working at
Lincoln during the 2010-2011 school year, retired in June, 2014, so no school documents
were readily available. From Fred, I did acquire the most important documents, Fred’s
road maps, which outlined his vision to teachers for their comment and review. Those
seven road maps appear in Appendix F in chronological order. They gave teachers a
picture of the overall direction of Lincoln over the course of five years after Fred came.
Principal research interview. After teacher interviews, I did interview Fred. I
did not interview him before teacher interviews, as I had contemplated. The reason was
simple: I did not want to add potential researcher bias while conducting teacher
interviews based on what he told me that I might expect. During my proposal defense,
my dissertation committee had questioned me about the need to interview Fred at all,
since I was focusing on the teacher experience. I thought that I might find triangulation
between what the teachers told me and what Fred anticipated. Before I started my
interviews, I instinctually moved Fred’s research interview to after teacher interviews.
When I interviewed Fred after completing all teacher interviews, I found that he did not
add to what I had learned from teachers. In the final analysis, I did not include his
research interview in my findings, as I wanted to keep the focus on the teacher experience
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and not mix in Fred’s thoughts. I believe that excluding Fred’s research interview was
the correct decision.
Teacher interviews. The teacher interviews best answered my research
questions. In this document, I have written in detail how I conducted those interviews
and described extensively my findings based on those interviews. The teacher experience
was at the center of my research and I wanted to keep it at the center of my findings.
Links. Originally, I planned to look for links, if any, between teacher perceptions
and Fred’s intentions. Since I did not include Fred’s research interview in my findings, I
did not do this. I found enough triangulation between individual teacher experiences that
this was not needed.
Connections. I also planned to explore connections, if any, between the principal
transition and changes in teachers’ work lives, classroom, and personal lives. This step
was at the heart of my interviews. Teachers repeatedly told me that having a principal
like Fred changed their professional lives. Many reported wanting to leave the teaching
profession, and if it had not been for Fred, they would most likely had left.
Teachers found it more difficult to talk about how Fred’s arrival changed their
personal lives. Some reported that their spouses told them that they were different since
Fred came. I imagine that, if I had spent more time, in depth, with a few teachers, this
would have become a major theme.
Themes. I planned to explore themes and patterns of the teacher experience
during this transition. I spent the most time of my research in this step, both in
interviewing teachers and discovering themes and subthemes. Discovering themes of the
teacher experience is how I made sense of what teachers told me.
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Summary: One Teacher Perspective
A teacher, who had started under Phil, spoke about the impact that Fred had on
her teaching, her team, and Lincoln in general. Fred never made turning around Lincoln
about him, but how teams could become stronger and how teachers could all pull in the
same direction. He made every teacher feel valued. This narrative sums up the teacher
experience and the principal’s impact on that experience.
There was just this air of nerves, because we didn’t know who was coming on
board. I had some friends who were on the interview committee and had heard
some of the good and bad about some of the candidates. It was nerve wracking
because with our previous principal we had a lot on our plates. A lot of things
were going on and to have somebody new come in who didn’t know our students
and our population and what things were like here was scary for a most of us. My
first year and a half here I had Phil as a principal. I was still so focused on my
own little island over here in the classroom that I wasn’t aware what the
building’s dynamic was and all of the little other things that had been going on for
the previous years. So now in hindsight, I’ve heard that the first year Fred was
here, everything was wiped away, “We are starting with a clean slate.” His
second year that we had a staff development that was more like team bonding to
work out issues. There were interstaff issues and I had no idea. Just because I
was the new kid trying to put on a shiny face and make people like me. Fred said,
“That’s the past, whatever happened is done, and we’re going to move forward in
this direction.” He never once made it, “This is the Fred Show and because what
I think is best is what we’re going to do.” It was more, “I’ve talked to people and
I’ve heard what you all have to say.” He was really trying to take our teacher,
building, district concerns and turn this school into a direction that appeased
everybody, something that worked for everybody. He has a very clear focus and
it makes it really easy for teachers to follow. He has a personality and an air
about him that people want to buy in. He’s very personable and he makes you
feel like you are doing the best job that you could. He makes you feel like a great
teacher and a valued staff member. He would do that by little informal things,
such as he would drop off a note in my mailbox and say, “When I stopped in, I
saw this and that’s why you’re a part of the team. That’s why we’re so lucky to
have you.” Or, even in passing—just a smile or a nod or a wink or something.
He sees you dealing with a kid and you’re putting out a little fire—just small
stuff. He makes sure during staff meetings to point out one teaching team or one
staff member or a group of people that have done something really great—like at
our last staff meeting, fourth grade was doing AVID. He gave them kudos where
it was due and that was really awesome. Last school year at the beginning of the
year I was asked to talk to the school board about the reading scores in my class.
Fred was there to support me. It made me feel like I wasn’t doing it alone. He
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was there to listen and hear what I had to say. That made me feel a lot more
comfortable. It was quite heated time in the district, if you recall. I was really
scared. I feel like I’ve always been supported and backed up by him. I feel like if
it ever came to anything, he would always be there to fight for me. I can’t take all
the credit for the success of my class. I’ve got this awesome team and they
probably have taught me more than undergrad or grad school did. Working with
people who are passionate about what they do, it’s like I’ve learned from the best
for sure. On our team, we all have very similar personalities. We are all Type A,
super organized, and really planned out. But we also share everything that we
do—everything. Vocabulary, smart board lessons. I mean, “This really worked
well for my math lesson and maybe you should try it.” I know there’s a lot of
teachers that are more, “keep it, it’s mine.” But that’s not how this team
functions. I feel like there probably is or there are certain people or teams that are
more like doing it on their own. We sit together, we plan together, we do all of
our work. Our EL teacher says it’s really cool because, “you guys all are doing
the same thing but the delivery is so different in every room.” When you have so
much support, not only from our principals but from our team too, that makes a
huge difference for sure. I think that’s part of the success that our whole team has
had. I know our grade’s scores have been great here, so that is a huge part of it.
(T3)
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Chapter 5
Discussion
My first research question was, What was the experience of teachers in a
Minnesota elementary public school during the transition to a new principal, a transition
which was reported to be positive? My second research question was, What was the
perception of teachers about the principal's role in making the transition a positive
experience? As a means to answer these questions, I conducted an interpretive case study
at an elementary school (that I called Lincoln Elementary) in a suburban Minneapolis
school district located in Minnesota, the United States of America. I interviewed 11
teachers at Lincoln, which included specialists, EL teachers, classroom teachers from
various grade levels, and a former dean of students. I also reached out to a principal, who
taught at Lincoln during the transition and was still employed in the district, whom I
thought might be able to add a unique perspective. This final chapter includes a
discussion of the major findings, limitations of the study, suggestions for further research,
implications for leaders and OD (organization development) practitioners, and personal
reflections.
In Chapter 4, I described the case of what teachers experienced during this
principal transition. In Chapter 5, I will describe how teachers perceived that Fred made
this transition positive. All 12 participants stated that this principal transition was
positive and no one said anything negative about it. While it is true that, in a single-case
interpretive study, it is impossible to determine cause and effect, I will attempt to
establish links in Chapter 5 between the teacher experience, OD best practices during a
leadership transition, and teacher perceptions of how Fred made this transition successful.
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In other words, what conditions did Fred create for an improved school work
environment, a graphic vision for the school’s future, more systems to support students
and learning, and more building-based professional development?
According to teachers, the outcome of this principal transition was positive and
successful. Can the experience of Lincoln teachers during this transition be described as
serendipity? Did these events happen by chance? Teachers told me that they were ready
for change and Fred was the right person for the school. They told me why Fred’s arrival
worked for Lincoln. I am reluctant for a number of reasons to conclude that Fred was the
sole reason that this principal transition worked. Some conditions were not in his control.
First, teachers were not only ready for change, they expected change (Gomez,
2012). They welcomed change, since what they were experiencing under Phil was not
working.
Second, Lincoln was experiencing a downward spiral. Phil was not the right
principal to deliver Lincoln from this downward spiral. Yes, the teachers liked Phil and
thought him to be a good person. Nonetheless, to be fair, very few principals would have
known how to turn around Lincoln. To this point, teachers felt more anxiety after Phil
announced his departure, because they were dubious that they would find a new principal
who would be up to the task. Teachers also knew that the locked hiring committee was
symptomatic of how divided the staff was. They knew that they needed a strong leader,
but they were also leery of getting a leader who would not spend the time to get to know
Lincoln first and simply mandate change upon arrival.
Third, teachers contributed a lot to make this transition successful. Though I
cannot measure how much, I believe that well over half of the success of this transition
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can be and should be attributed to teachers. For example, Fred created the vision for the
school, because he was trying to get a grasp on all that was being demanded by district
administration—first at his former school and then at Lincoln after his move. When the
teachers saw a visual representation of all the district initiatives, they understood why
they felt overwhelmed. Future visions were co-created, initiated by Fred, and built
together with teachers. Teachers performed differently, when they understood the
common direction of the school and the purpose of their work.
Fourth, how unique was Fred as a leader? What leadership skills did Fred possess
that other leaders did not? How much of what the teachers experienced would have still
occurred, even if a different principal had been hired at Lincoln? How much of what
these teachers experienced could be replicated by another principal transitioning to a
different school? These questions represent a serious limitation of a single-case
interpretive study because they cannot be answered with certainty. Nonetheless, if
principals focus on what is within their control by setting conditions for an improved
school work environment, a graphic vision for the school’s future, more systems to
support students and learning, and more building-based professional development for
teachers at their new school, I believe principals will increase the probability that their
transitions will be successful.
Overview of Major Themes
What do teachers want or what do teachers need? In this section, I am not going
to try to differentiate between wants and needs. Lincoln teachers were happy with what
Fred did. For the purposes of this discussion, I assume that they received what they
wanted and needed, even if they were not aware of what they wanted and needed before
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the transition. My findings represent what teachers told me and what I believe they
would tell principals, if asked.
Theme 1. An improved school work environment. Principals, help us feel
excited about going to work. We started teaching because we wanted to make a
difference in young people’s lives. Be positive. Listen to us. Set clear expectations for
everyone, students and staff alike. Treat us as professionals and adults. Encourage us to
talk directly with one another to solve our disputes and work as teams. Involve us in
important decisions that affect us most. Help us let go of the past and heal. Help keep
our best colleagues. Hire the best. Help those, who do not want to work hard to help our
kids, leave with dignity.
Clayton and Johnson’s (2011) study found that new school leaders needed to
analyze school culture before mandating change. They made a case for including
teachers in decision making. Fred spent the first year getting a read on what the teachers
were experiencing before introducing significant change. Decman’s (2005) research
identified that developing trust and building relationships were top priorities for new
principals entering their first year and remained top priorities at the end of their first year.
Gomez’s (2012) study confirmed the need to bring about change and hope for the future
during a principal’s “Freshman Year.” Horvath (2007), McCarty (2007), and Kosch
(2007), all in examining the same research data, discovered the need to build
relationships and a collaborative, school-wide culture. Klingaman’s (2012) study
concluded that the incoming principal needed to find the right balance of observing,
learning, and respecting the existing culture and traditions, while quietly determining the
areas that needed to be addressed to improve in the future.
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From an OD perspective, I would put this theme under Schein’s organizational
culture. Schein (1985) wrote, “The only thing of real importance that leaders do is to
create and manage culture. If you do not manage culture, it manages you, and you may
not even be aware of the extent to which this is happening” (p. 2). According to teachers,
Fred both helped create and manage the workplace culture.
In addition, I would identify Fred’s management style as participative
management. Likert (1967) wrote, “The greater the loyalty of a group toward the group,
the greater is the motivation among the members to achieve the goals of the group, and
the greater the probability that the group will achieve its goals (p. 64).” Fred helped
create the conditions where Fred and teachers worked together toward shared goals for
Lincoln. Participative management is known for the following:
1. People understand more what it takes to make a decision successful, if they are
involved in the decision-making process from the beginning.
2. Involving people who carry out what is decided in making a decision improves
the understanding what is needed to make it successful.
3. People are more committed to act in a manner that makes a decision more
successful, if they are involved in making the decision.
4. People who work on joint goals are more collaborative and less competitive.
5. People who make decisions together are more committed to one another and the
decisions reached.
6. Group decisions are better than decisions made by one person alone.
Likert promoted participative management (System 4) as the most successful
form of management, as opposed to the exploitive authoritative (System 1), benevolent
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authoritative (System 2), and consultative (System 3) management. Fred was squarely in
the camp of participative management.
Theme 2. A graphic vision for the school’s future. Principals, give us hope,
purpose, and direction. Help us develop a vision together. Hold up all decisions to how
they help students. Be respectful of our time by focusing on taking things we do not need
to do off our plates. Be our advocate at the district level.
The research of Horvath (2007), McCarty (2007), and Kosch (2007) involved
surveys of teachers. They asked teachers questions about their principals: the
significance of the first 90 days for a principal, three important actions that helped the
principal make the biggest positive gains in the first 90 days, and the point at which the
principal established credibility. They were also asked to rank principal activities (the
most significant being structural and human resource) and characteristics/behavior (the
most significant being culture, focus, and visibility). They also concluded that new
principals needed to establish credibility by establishing and monitoring a vision.
From an OD perspective, Collins and Porras (2011) wrote that visionary
companies are all about what they stand for and what they are trying to achieve. They
have no room for those unwilling or unable to fit their exacting standards. Fred shared
his vision with Lincoln teachers, which they used to set their course and track their path.
The vision evolved over the years. Teachers who did not want to do the necessary work
toward Lincoln’s vision found positions elsewhere.
Theme 3. More systems to support students and learning. Principals, help us
develop systems that we can use when the unanticipated happens. Give us time to do
what we were trained to do—teach.
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Fred looked at the big picture. The systems discussed by teachers during research
interviews can be described as learning supports for students, as defined by Adelman and
Taylor (2006). Their work focused on policies, practices, and large-scale systemic
reform initiatives to enhance school, community, and family connections. These learning
supports for students addressed barriers to learning and promote healthy development.
Fred called them the OnStar button of education: what to do—when and if they are
needed. Fred’s interest in learning supports spurred the district to start down the path of
bringing more learning supports to other schools.
From an OD perspective, putting systems in place to deal with ongoing business
of what happens in a school on a day-to-day basis is crucial. Meadows and Wright
(2008) instructed how to develop the systems-thinking skills to solve complex problems.
Fred was a systems thinker. He helped Lincoln teachers develop systems that dealt with
the inevitable happenings in student lives, as well as organizing the school to deal better
with student academic needs.
Theme 4. More building-based professional development. Principals, believe
in our potential. Help us become experts in our areas of interest, so we can help other
teachers. Help us be our best.
There were two aspects of this theme. First, Lincoln PD was decentralized and
centered on what Lincoln needed, not necessarily what the district was pushing. Second,
Lincoln PD was led by teachers who developed expertise in the areas of need at Lincoln.
This concept was different, though complementary, to PLCs, where groups of teachers
met regularly, share expertise, and work collaboratively to improve teaching skills and
student performance. Crowther, Ferguson, and Hann (2008) wrote about how teacher
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leadership is a transformative process that can drive school and community reform. Their
book described how teacher-leaders can facilitate learning communities, strive for
excellence, confront barriers in school culture and structures, and nurture a culture of
success. Developing teacher-leaders was key for Lincoln during the principal transition.
From an OD perspective, developing learning organizations is key to success and
productivity. Senge (2006) described how companies can adopt the strategies of learning
organizations with new, expansive patterns of thinking and collective aspirations, where
employees continually learn how to create results they truly desire. Fred helped create a
learning organization at Lincoln. Lincoln teachers focused on what they needed and what
their students needed by becoming school-based teacher-leaders.
That is what Fred did. He set the conditions for these things to happen and more.
Principals, you don’t need to be like Fred, but you do need to display a few basic
characteristics. Put your ego aside. Listen. Care. Be patient. Be respectful. Value us.
Be deliberate. Think systematically. Plan ahead. Be authentic.
Three additional sources helped me formulate my research and develop these
themes and subthemes. The first was a master of public health thesis: Sensemaking for
Followers in Leadership Transition (Kurtz, 2008). This study of leadership transitions in
health care combined leadership, followership, and sensemaking. Kurtz (2008) stated,
Leadership is a method where an individual persuades a group of individuals to
achieve a common goal; followership is the group that is influenced by an
individual, the leader; and sensemaking is the interpretation of something that has
occurred, but not yet named, nor has been recognized as a separate event. (p. i)
The study examined the experience of five individuals who went through at least
one leadership transition within the previous three years. Four themes emerged:
unfulfilled expectations, relationships, communication, and lessons learned. I found this
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study interesting because the focus was the employee experience and sensemaking theory
was used to support the themes. Most of the participants’ experiences were negative, so I
also found it interesting to compare and contrast this study with mine. At Lincoln,
teachers’ expectations were fulfilled or even surpassed, relationships were strong,
communication was excellent, and teachers finally experienced the principal they needed.
The second was the School Workplace Satisfaction Survey. As HR director, I
was directly involved in bringing to all schools in the district the School Workplace
Satisfaction Survey, developed by Nate Eklund, based on the Search Institute’s
framework of Development Assets. Eklund (2008) stated, “Teacher job satisfactions
matters” (p. 17). His research confirmed that helping teachers helps students. It is the
only instrument I know that dares to ask teachers how they are doing at work.
The third was a book that Fred told me about during my research interview with
him, written after he made the transition to Lincoln, which confirmed many of the things
he did during the transition. The Principal: Three Keys to Maximizing Impact (Fullan,
2014) outlined three key roles that principals played in enhancing student learning:
learning leader, system player, and agent of change. In the final analysis, Fred
epitomized all three roles. First, he directly influenced how teachers learned together, so
that they maximized their impact on student learning. Second, he engaged in the
betterment of the district in order to increase learning at Lincoln. Third, he acted sooner
than later but was always alert to feedback. If this book had been written before the
transition, Fred could have used it as his bible.
The idea of an employee-centric workplace is not new or unique. The current
trend of employee engagement and well-being focuses on getting employees involved in
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their workplace, providing them with meaningful work, moving the company in a
common direction, and, in general, caring about the health and happiness of everyone in
the company. Kruse (2012), a popular author on employee engagement, wrote, “If you
want to be an engaging leader just to help your company’s bottom line, you are likely to
fail” (p. 75). He continued, “To make engagement a daily priority, focus less on the
profit reason and more on the people reason. What you do as a boss impacts lives outside
of the office” (p. 75). Marciano (2010), another popular author on employee
engagement, advocated the RESPECT (recognition, empowerment, supportive feedback,
partnering, expectations, consideration, and trust) model. He wrote “If you want the most
out of your people, treat them with respect and they will respect and do more for you” (p.
207). These two authors focused on creating a better employee experience in the
workplace.
I am a proponent of listening to employees. Fred did not hand all decisions over
to teachers, nor did he abdicate his role as a manager. He did make principal decisions
when needed. Most important, he listened to teachers and involved them when needed.
Teachers do not have time to be involved in the everyday details of running a school.
They recognize that their job is to teach and they want to focus on that. They expect the
principal to do his job. Nonetheless, they do want to be asked to provide meaningful
input and to feel listened to when it comes to important decisions that affect them.
The choice of change process is important. Several OD approaches emphasize
including employees in the change process. To mention a few, the socioeconomic
approach to management involves employees in discovering unexplored hidden costs in
the workplace, as well as developing the human potential of employees. Positive
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organizational scholarship focuses on the best of the human condition, studying
especially positive outcomes, processes, and attributes of organizations and the effect on
participants. Appreciative inquiry, a subset of positive organizational scholarship,
focuses on the belief that organizations evolve in the direction where employees and
management focus their attention, so the focus should be on what is working well and
expanding it. Whole system change involves taking a holistic view of what is happening
in an organization and by default must include employees in the change process. Human
systems dynamics derives its approach from the science of complex adaptive systems and
focuses on the micro level of an organization, where employees help develop simple rules
to shape emerging patterns and coherence across the organization. In all these
approaches, listening to employees and involving them in the change process is key.
Organization development is about systems—discovering what systems exist,
whether they work or not, how effective they are, and how much traction they have.
Then it becomes about improving existing systems or even creating new systems to
enhance how an organization operates and changes. I, too, am about systems, making my
life and the lives of those I touch better through recognizing patterns and making
improvements based on exchanges. I was inspired that teachers recognized the
importance of systems in their workplace. I found that the systems in place were as
important as the principal hired, both for the present and for the future, when teachers
were to experience the next principal transition.
Essence of the Study
When I reviewed my findings, they appeared somewhat self-evident and simple to
me. They might even lead the reader to conclude that, in order for teachers to experience
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X, the principal should simply do Y. I think this idea is misdirected. First, my research is
about what teachers experienced. Their experience is personal, profound, and most likely
not repeatable. Second, being a good leader takes authenticity. Even if a principal tried
to repeat Fred’s behavior and leadership qualities, that principal might come off as
inauthentic or even unprofessional. The essence of my study is this: teachers want
principals to ask them questions, such as (a) what are you experiencing? (b) what can I do
to help you? and (c) where do we want to go together? When I asked with concern what
a teacher was experiencing, I was always amazed how willing to share and touched that
teacher was, mostly because I cared enough to take the time to ask. In essence, I
followed a similar pattern in my research: (a) I asked teachers what they experienced; (b)
I hoped to help them by giving their experience a wider audience; and (c) through their
voices, I hoped to make education a better place for all teachers, principals, and students.
Limitations
Research design is a limitation of every study. For this interpretive case study,
the research design was a limitation, since the findings of a single case study may only
apply to that case and not to another school. Furthermore, the transition took place (a) at
an elementary school, and may not be applicable to middle/junior high or high/upper
schools; (b) in a public school, and may not be applicable to nonpublic schools; (c) in a
large suburban school district, and may not be applicable to another large suburban
school district—as the strategic plan and mission statement of an independent school
district often creates a culture that is specific to the district; (d) in a large suburban school
district, and may not be applicable to urban school districts or outstate school districts; (e)
in Minnesota, which is culturally different than most states, and may not be applicable to
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schools outside of Minnesota; and (f) in the United States, which is culturally different
than most countries, and may not be applicable to schools outside of the United States.
As to point (e) above, Minnesota is culturally different from most other states in the
United States. In my experience, Minnesota Nice is a reality, not just a myth.
Minnesotans tend to only want to say nice things and to avoid unpleasantries, especially
when talking to people from outside of their workplace. This may be even more
applicable to elementary teachers, as they tend to view themselves as positive people who
nurture others.
The demographic background of the participants was limited—as was the racial
background—as only one teacher interviewed was a person of color. The responses I
gathered may have been different had I conducted my research in another state and had I
been able to interview a more ethnically and racially diverse group of participants.
How I conducted my study may have been a limitation. My findings were based
on teachers’ self-reporting their personal experience of the principal transition. While
self-reporting offered me a view of reality as constructed by the individual, enhancement
of reality by the interviewee is always a possibility.
When I conducted my study may have been a limitation, as it may have resulted
in limited participation. Once school started and students arrived at the door, teachers
were extremely busy, preoccupied with instruction and, rightfully so, helping students be
successful. I attempted to pay particular attention to when I asked teachers for
interviews, as I did not want to tax their already busy schedules. The amount of time that
has elapsed since the transition started may have also been a limitation. Since more than
four years elapsed since Fred was hired, this may have limited participant memory recall.
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The number of participants who volunteered to be interviewed in my study may
have been a limitation. I initially sought half of the eligible teachers, or approximately
19, to volunteer to be interviewed. Only 11 volunteered (I solicited one former teacher
who was a principal in another elementary school), which, in hindsight, was sufficient,
since I was able to reach saturation after approximately seven interviews. I also would
have been overwhelmed by eight additional interviews, even more so if additional
interviews resulted in little additional insight.
The specific participants who volunteered to be interviewed in my study may
have been a limitation. All 12 participants believed that the principal transition was a
good one. As I only interviewed teachers who were still at Lincoln, and the solicited
principal, perhaps those people who did not participate or who were not eligible by my
criteria may have offered different perspectives or themes. Perhaps they would have
represented a negative view of the principal transition and that is why they left Lincoln.
As noted in Chapter 3, my professional relationship with Fred may have been a
potential limitation of my research. Although it is impossible to know, I believe that our
relationship strengthened my research. When participants would say certain things
during research interviews, I would note to myself, “Oh, that’s how Fred’s beliefs and
actions translated to teachers.” I did not include our discussions in my research findings
for two reasons:
1. I did not take notes during my informal meetings with Fred, so anything I would
have noted would have been totally from recall. I did not trust my recall enough
to rely on it for making inferences regarding my research.
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2. In the final analysis, I believe that participants provided me with enough rich
quotes about their experience that my incomplete anecdotal notes were not
needed.
That said, it would have been a different research project if I had started from the
beginning trying to connect what Fred did with what he and I discussed.
Several of the participants knew me in my role as HR director. They reported to
me that, because I had helped them in my role as HR director, they wanted to give back
to me by participating in research interviews. In addition, in my role of chief negotiator
for the district with the teachers, I negotiated against one of the participants in his union
role. Most participants also knew me in my former role as union representative before I
became HR director. Based on research interviews, I believe these prior relationships
strengthened my research, because these participants reported to me that they already
trusted me and we did not have to spend time getting to know one another. Participants
also told me that I had a reputation of knowing both labor and management and being fair
to both sides. While these prior relationships may have represented possible researcher
and participant bias, I did not note any during research interviews or when I was writing
my findings.
I did pay attention to potential bias and bracketed it as much as possible; that is, I
noted it to myself during interviews, reviewed memos that I created after each research
interview, and highlighted potential bias when I wrote my findings. Relying heavily on
teacher quotes obtained from research interviews also helped limit potential bias.
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Suggestions for Future Research
Examining the limitations of my study gave me suggestions for future research.
My research was a single-case interpretive study. The methodology of interpretive case
study falls under the epistemology (way of knowing) of interpretivism, which theorizes
that we move from the person or group to interpret the meaning that a group places on an
experience; it is the group that finds the meaning. Interpretivism falls under the ontology
(nature of reality) of social constructivism, which theorizes that meaning is created by
human groups. A different methodology, such as grounded theory, which stills falls
under interpretivism, could generate a theory of the influence of the principal on the
teacher experience during a principal transition.
The limitations of a single case study in a large suburban Minnesota school
district could also be challenged. If another researcher still wanted to employ interpretive
case study, that researcher could add another elementary school or multiple elementary
schools to my research, creating an interpretive multiple case study. Based on removing
some aforementioned limitations, future research could focus on the teacher experience
of a principal transition in a middle or high school, in a private school, in another large
suburban school district, in an urban or outstate Minnesota school district, in another
state, or in another country. Would the teacher experience be similar? Would similar
themes develop? Would teachers perceive in a similar fashion the influence the principal
had on their experiences?
It would be difficult to remove the limitation of self-reporting in an interpretive
case study, because researchers who use experience to gather data rely on the honesty and
self-awareness of participants. In addition, the researcher must use a series of questions
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to draw out more information or to confirm experiences that other participants have
reported, so the skill of the researcher to conduct such interviews is quite important.
I initially thought that a large sample was important. I had set a goal of 50% of
eligible participants, but quickly found that teachers reported similar experiences. After
the first few interviews, I quickly reached saturation, where teachers were reporting and
confirming similar experiences. This may have occurred due to the fact that I asked for
volunteers, so participants self-selected. I did wonder if I would have achieved different
results if I had expanded eligibility to those who were no longer teaching at Lincoln when
I conducted my interviews. Would they have reported the transition to be negative? Or
at least, less than positive? How many teachers would have I needed to interview to find
such reports? If I had been able to find such teachers, how would they have changed my
findings? And if there was only one or only a few, would they substantially change or
even invalidate my findings?
This single-case interpretive study examined only one principal transition. While
I researched the experience of multiple teachers, the transition only focused on one
principal. How much of the teacher experience was formed by this one individual
principal? Did this individual principal have a unique skill set and mind-set that
influenced the teacher experience in a way that could not be repeated? It would be of
great interest to research if the reported teacher experience could be duplicated with
different principals with different skill sets and mind-sets? And, if so, how would the
researcher measure skill sets and mind-sets? Would similar themes emerge from a
principal transition that was reported to be negative?

119
In my literature review, I found research looking at the principal’s ability to turn
around a failing school (Kosch, 2007). I did not see any research to date that explored
this same question from the teachers’ point of view. It would be interesting to conduct
research based on this twist, What is the capacity of teachers to turn around a failing
school?
I initially explored the concept of followership as a framework to understand the
teacher experience. Kellerman (2008) defined followership as a relationship between
subordinates and superiors, and a response of subordinates to superiors. I chose not to
use this framework, as my study focused on the teacher experience, not the relationship
between teachers and principal. Nonetheless, I think much would be learned by
reframing my research question in the followership model from the beginning and
suggest this area for future research.
Another framework that I explored but later abandoned was sensemaking in
organizations. Weick (1995) stated, “[It] is the job of the sensemaker to convert a world
of experience into an intelligible world” (p. 9). He further stated that sensemaking
suggests “that there is nobody here but us scratching around trying to make our
experience and our world as comprehensible to ourselves in the best way we can” (p. 9).
I could have approached the teacher experience during a principal transition as how
teachers made sense of their experience, which would have been an interesting approach.
Instead, I chose to report the teacher experience and emerging themes. In essence, I
made sense of the teacher experience myself. I did not ask teacher how they made sense
of what they were experienced. I would highly encourage future research in this area
using a sensemaking approach.
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Future research that focuses on the employee experience, not just that of
managers, is much needed. What do employees need in the workplace? What can a
leader do to create a positive employee experience during a period of transition? If asked
the right questions, will employees help leaders create an employee-friendly business that
thrives into the future?
Implications for Leaders and Organization Development Practitioners
There are implications from this study and from the approach that I used to
conduct my research for leaders and OD practitioners, especially in kindergarten through
12th-grade education, given the current demand for reform and accountability in public
education. My approach gave a voice to teachers, in my opinion something most lacking
in education today. This same approach can be useful in business, whereby leaders turn
to employees to help make change initiatives successful, as well as other leaders in their
organizations. The entry point for most OD practitioners is management, because
managers make decisions about budgets and when to bring in outside assistance. This
study could add credence to why the employee experience is important and to why
employees should be included in the change process.
By no means do I want to suggest that this study be used as a cookie cutter for
what managers need to do to make transitions positive, but it does point managers in a
certain direction. The four themes of this research suggest that managers need to focus
on to improve the employee experience: (a) an improved work environment, (b) a vision
for the future, (c) better support systems, and (d) professional development of employees.
Frankly, I have watched many managers appear to not care or appear clueless about the
effect of their behavior on employees. This study points managers in the direction of the
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importance of focusing on the effect that their behavior and leadership skills has on
employees.
Personal Reflections
As a personal note regarding my research process, my father was a teacher, a
coach, and later a guidance director. I grew up in the education world, where the teacher
was the underdog: underpaid, underappreciated, often fighting administration, and
advocating for students whom no one believed in. My background later translated to my
working for the state teacher union as a union representative. As my union work
progressed, I discovered that there are at least two sides to every story. I became more
sympathetic to management positions. That did not mean that I abandoned my teacher
roots, but that I did see that the two sides of labor and management were often just
different sides of the same hand. I also discovered that the sides were not as black and
white as they may appear to be on the surface, and the lines were often blurred. When I
moved to HR director, I discussed openly with labor and management that I often wore a
two-billed hat: labor on one bill and management on the other. Which bill faced forward
depended upon the specifics of the discussion. Often in the same discussion, I would flip
from one bill to another, noting as I did, the fact that I was now speaking from the other
side. Taking a labor approach to look at management, that is to say, interviewing
teachers to examine what makes a good principal, fits my approach to life.
In closing, based on my personal experience, I want to analyze why I believe this
principal transition worked. First, Fred used plain language that teachers related to. He
did not use academic jargon and, above all, OD jargon to explain what he wanted to do.
Many managers get swept up in their academic studies by repeatedly using catch phrases
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of the day, such as feedback loops. I have watched teachers roll their eyes and later say
that they were thinking, “Here we go again—one more popular trend that we need to
outlast.” Much of Fred’s success was because he used plain language that fit what
teachers were thinking and feeling.
Second, Fred followed his instincts. Yes, he liked to read about current
educational trends and discuss with teachers how those ideas might apply to Lincoln.
More importantly, he knew what to do. During our discussions, he told me what he was
doing or what he was thinking of doing. Based on my studies, I supplied the OD theory
behind his instincts. Some principals do not know what to do instinctively. For many,
they take their entire career before they learn to get out of their own way. As HR
director, I have seen this often with how managers listen and show empathy. I had to
give them permission to just listen without trying to fix problems. I also needed to tell
them that they could usually ask employees almost anything as long as they did it with
concern. Fortunately, Fred did not need to learn to get out of his own way. He did the
right thing instinctively without too much thinking.
Third, Fred took little gains. He did this constantly over time. Each change that
he helped initiate built on the previous change until teachers could no longer recognize
Lincoln as their former place of work. Together they transformed Lincoln over time.
Last, when Fred and I started meeting, we discussed a book that I was reading. I
was very interested in negotiations and I found a book, Hostage at the Table: How
Leaders Can Overcome Conflict, Influence Others, and Raise Performance (Kohlrieser,
2006). As described by its subtitle, it dealt with more than crisis negotiations. Fred
related strongly to this book. To summarize the book, we often allow ourselves to be
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held emotionally hostage in our workplace and personal relationships. People go through
hard times and, in most occasions, they are unable to recognize that they are projecting
their problems on others. Lincoln teachers had an especially difficult task dealing with
the emotional and physical needs of their students before they could even get to teaching.
I believe that is why teachers dumped on Phil and why he burnt himself out trying to fix
the problems they encountered on a daily basis. This brings up two important things for
Lincoln: First, Fred could not fix others’ problems. He could listen and provide support
when needed, but he could not fix all the problems teachers faced. Second, Fred needed
to put on his own life jacket first, as the boat was truly sinking, so that he could assist
others in the long run. Lincoln had the resources to hire additional social workers and
support staff, because they received additional federal Title funding based on the high
number of students living in poverty. Contrary to his predecessor, Fred put Title money
to good use, supporting students and teachers, putting systems in place, and hiring
additional staff. At the same time, he did not push all problems back on teachers. He
listened to teachers and empowered them to solve their own problems, when possible.
He set an example of work–life balance. Fred would not have been as successful if he
had not taken care of himself. He recognized that teachers were emotionally drained and
overwhelmed. One participant reported that he was more aloof than Phil, but in a good
way. I believe that this teacher was saying that Fred set proper boundaries and
encouraged by example for teachers to do the same thing.
As a principal, Fred was a unique. So were Lincoln teachers. And so was
Lincoln. I encourage principals in transition to listen to these Lincoln teachers and to the
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teachers in their new school. And take note what worked for this principal, these
teachers, and this school.
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Appendix A
Recruitment Letter to Teachers
November 18, 2014
Dear Name,
My name is Bruce Pappas and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of St. Thomas.
I am in the process of starting my dissertation research on the teacher experience during
the transition to a new principal. You have been suggested to me as someone who
currently works at School, went through the principal transition in 2010, and might be
interested in talking about your experience. In full disclosure, I was the Human
Resources Director in Bloomington Public Schools from August 2006 to January 2014
when I retired.
As you know, the transition to a new principal is an important time for both students and
teachers. Principals play a large part in shaping school culture, both for students and
teachers. I have found no research to date that focused on the teacher experience when a
new principal is hired and, therefore, a significant contribution that might help us better
understand these transitions has been missing. Unless we ask teachers about your
experiences during a new principal transition, we will continue to have an incomplete
understanding of what that transition looks and feels like and what new principals might
be able to do to make the transition more successful. This case study may help teachers,
principals, and administrators when principals make transitions in the future. My
research questions are: “What was the experience of teachers in a Minnesota elementary
public school during the transition to a new principal, a transition which was reported to
be positive?” and “What was the perception of teachers about the principal's role in
making the transition a positive experience?”
I am looking for teachers who currently work at School, were employed at School during
the 2010-11 school year, and would be willing to participate in a 45-60-minute interview
and optional follow-up activities. Participation in the study is completely voluntary.
There are no financial benefits.
The identity of all participants and this school site will be kept confidential. In particular,
information that you offer as a part of this study will be confidential and only used in a
manner that protects your privacy and your identity. In my dissertation and in any
follow-up reports that I publish, I will not include information that will make it possible
to identify you in any way.
I would sincerely appreciate your participation in this study. If you are interested, please
email me at bruce@brucepappas.com indicating that you would like an interview. Please
include your contact information. I will contact you about signing a consent form and
providing interview times. If you have questions, please feel free to contact me.
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Thank you for considering my request.
Sincerely,
Bruce C. Pappas
Email: bruce@brucepappas.com
Cell: 763-229-7075
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Appendix B
Follow-up Recruitment E-mail to Eligible Teachers
November 20, 2014
Dear School Teacher/Licensed Staff,
Thank you for allowing me to appear at your staff meeting Tuesday morning. This is a
follow-up invitation to participate in my research.
In addition to the letter I distributed at the staff meeting (attached), here are a few
specifics:
1. What? I have two research questions. Both focus on your experience and perceptions.
The questions are:
 •What was your experience as a teacher during the transition to a new principal
in 2010?
 •How do you perceive the principal played a role in shaping your experience?
2. When? The interviews will take place the first two weeks in December from
Monday,12/1/14, through Friday, 12/12/14. All interviews will take place at School,
unless you want to meet off-site. I will work around your schedule -- before school,
during your prep, or after school. Interviews will last approximately 45-60 minutes. I
will be respectful of your time.
3. Who? All licensed staff (classroom teachers and support staff) currently employed at
School who were employed at School during the 2010-2011 school year are invited to
participate in my research.
4. How? If you are interested, the methodology I am using for my research is an
interpretive case study, as defined by Robert E. Stake in "The Art of Case Study
Research" (1995). In his words, "We have a research question, a puzzlement, a need for
a general understanding, and feel that we may get insight into the question by studying a
particular case" (p. 3). The particular case is the principal transition at School in 2010,
which I hope to understand by exploring your experience as you went through it.
5. Why? The transition to a new principal in any school setting is an important time for
both students and teachers, because principals play a large part in shaping school culture.
This research is particularly important in my eyes, because I have found no research to
date that focuses on the teacher experience when a new principal is hired. Your personal
input is invaluable for my research to be successful.
6. Confidentiality? I will take all steps necessary to protect your anonymity. The
University of St. Thomas has strict confidentiality guidelines which I am following.
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I would sincerely appreciate your participation in this study. If you are interested, please
email me at bruce@brucepappas.com or call/text me at 763-229-7075 with dates and
times that work best for you. If you have questions, please feel free to contact me.

Thank you for considering my request. (And thanks to those who already agreed to
participate.)
Sincerely,
Bruce
Bruce Colglazier Pappas
Email: bruce@brucepappas.com
Cell: 763-229-7075
Attachments: RecruitmentLetter.pdf
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Appendix C
Research Interview Specifics E-mail to Interviewing Teachers
Various Dates
Good afternoon, Name.
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for my doctoral research. Your research
interview date and time is Date, at Time in Location.
In addition to the letter I passed out at the recent staff meeting (attached), here are a few
details about the research interview:
1. We will discuss the consent form (also attached), which I will ask you to sign before
the research interview starts. If you have any questions, please let me know in advance
or before the research interview starts.
2. The methodology I am using for my research is an interpretive case study, as defined
by Robert E. Stake in "The Art of Case Study Research" (1995). In his words, "We have
a research question, a puzzlement, a need for a general understanding, and feel that we
may get insight into the question by studying a particular case" (p. 3). The particular case
is the principal transition at VVE in 2010, which I hope to understand by exploring your
experience as you went through it.
3. I have two research questions. Both focus on your experience and perceptions. The
questions are:
 What was your experience as a teacher during the transition to a new principal in
2010?
 How do you perceive the principal played a role in shaping your experience?
Please note that, if the transition was not positive in your eyes, I also want to know that.
The transition to a new principal in any school setting is an important time for both
students and teachers, because principals play a large part in shaping school culture. This
research is particularly important in my eyes, because I have found no research to date
that focuses on the teacher experience when a new principal is hired. Your personal input
is invaluable for my research to be successful.
Thank you again. I look forward to meeting with you.
-Bruce
Attachments: RecruitmentLetter.pdf, ConsentForm.pdf
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Appendix D
Consent Form
UNIVERSITY OF ST. THOMAS
The teacher experience during the transition to a new principal:
An interpretive case study
(IRB #668186-1)
I am conducting a study regarding the teacher experience during the transition to a new
principal at your school. I invite you to participate in this study. You were selected as a
possible participant because you currently work at School and went through a principal
transition in 2010. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before
agreeing to participate in this research endeavor.
This study is being conducted by me, Bruce Pappas, Doctoral Candidate of Organizational
Learning and Development, University of St. Thomas.
Background Information:
The purpose of this study is to understand and describe the teacher experience during the
transition to a new principal in your school. The goal is to give the teachers “voice” about
their experience in this one interpretive case study, which will hopefully have significance
for principals making transitions, as well as administrators in charge of hiring and
overseeing such transitions in the future. The research questions are: “What was the
experience of teachers in a Minnesota elementary public school during the transition to a
new principal, a transition which was reported to be positive?” and “What was the
perception of teachers about the principal's role in making the transition a positive
experience?”
Procedures:
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following: (a) Participate in a
research interview of 45-60 minutes. (b) If you wish, review a written summary of my
interpretation of your personal experience, which I will share with you in person or by
email.
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
Information will be gathered about your experience of the transition to a new principal at
your school during the 2010-11 school year. Participating in the study has some potential
risks. There is the remote possibility that your identity could become known to your
principal, District, or others, based on the information in my dissertation and any additional
research articles or reports that I write based on this study. To minimize this possibility,
your answers will be kept confidential and you will be given a pseudonym to protect your
identity. All data will be kept confidential and secure in locked files or a passwordprotected media file. In addition, you will have the opportunity to review the preliminary
findings to determine if anything is included that may make it possible to identify you; if
so, at your request these statements will be removed or modified.
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Compensation:
There is no financial compensation for participating in this study. In addition, there is no
benefit to you personally for participating, since you will not be identified.
Confidentiality:
The records of this study will be kept private. If you wish, I will share with you the
information that I collect in your research interview; otherwise, I will not be sharing any
information that I collect with you or anyone else. In any sort of report or article I publish,
I will not include information that will make it possible to identify you in any way. I will
take hand-written notes and make audio recordings of interviews for me to reference later.
Upon returning home, I will digitize my hand-written notes to my notebook and shred hard
copies, as well as transfer audio recordings from a hand recorder to my notebook and erase
original recordings from the hand recorder. As soon as possible after interviews, I will
write my interpretations of your research interview on my notebook or personal computer.
All records for this study, including audio recordings will only be saved in files on my
notebook or personal computer, both which will be password-protected. Your identity will
be protected by use of a code known only to myself. All materials, including audio
recordings, will be destroyed within six months from when my dissertation is approved for
publication (anticipated to be published in April 2015).
Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or not to
participate will not affect your current or future relations with your principal, District,
and/or the University of St. Thomas. If you decide to participate, you can choose to “skip”
or not answer any of the research interview questions. You are free to withdraw at any
time without penalty. Should you decide to withdraw, data collected from you will not be
used in the study.
Contacts and Questions:
My name is Bruce Pappas. You may ask any questions that you have now. If you have
questions later, you may contact me at 763-229-7075. My advisor at the University of St.
Thomas is Dr. John Conbere and he can be contacted at 651-962-4456. You may also
contact the University of St. Thomas Institutional Review Board at 651-962-6038 or
Department of Research, Evaluation & Assessment at District at Phone number with any
questions or concerns.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
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Statement of Consent:
I have read the above information. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction.
I consent to participate in this study. I am at least 18 years of age.

Signature of Study Participant

Date

Printed Name of Participant

Signature of Researcher

Date

139
Appendix E
Research Interview Guide
Process will include the following:
 Thank them for the opportunity to discuss their experience with me.
 Review timeline of research interview: 45-60 minutes.
 Ask background questions:
1. Are you currently employed at School?
2. Were you employed in the 2009-2010 and 2010-11 school years at School?
3. How long have you worked at School?
 Review the focus of the study: What was the experience of teachers in a
Minnesota elementary public school during the transition to a new principal, a
transition which was reported to be positive? What was the perception of teachers
about the principal's role in making the transition a positive experience?
 Review the consent form, ask for questions and obtain signatures.
 Explain the note-taking procedure and reiterate the confidentiality plan.
 Inform them that they can withdraw at any time during their research interview,
and if they withdraw, nothing from their research interview will be used.
 Confidentiality means that their individual responses will NOT be shared with the
new principal or anyone else. Aggregate and generalized responses that do not
identify the individual or individuals will not require approval by the individual or
individuals.
 Ask questions and follow-up questions.
 Ask if there is any additional information that they would like to share.
 Thank the teachers.
 Explain the procedure for validating their responses and that they will have the
opportunity to review the material obtained from their research interview.
 Explain the approximate timeframe for the publication of the dissertation.
Initial questions:
 What was your experience as a teacher during the transition to a new principal in
2010?
 How do you perceive the principal played a role in shaping your experience?
Possible probes:
 What effect do you perceive this principal transition had on your work life? Your
classroom? Your personal life?
 Was your experience during this principal transition similar to or different from
other teachers? In what ways? What makes you believe this?
 How was this principal transition different from other principal transitions that
you have experienced?
 What changes were put in place during the transition that you specifically
remember? Are those changes still in place today?
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Appendix F
Vision (Road Map)
The seven vision documents that I received from Fred were numbered, but not all
were dated. I present them here in order, as numbered, in their original form. These road
maps gave teachers a picture of the overall direction of Lincoln over the course of five
years after Fred came. Figure 1 was the initial focus, most likely from 2010-2011.

Figure 1. Initial Vision 1 (most likely 2010-2011). PBIS = Positive Behavior
Interventions and Supports; RTI = Response to Intervention; K-5 = kindergarten through
fifth grade; AVID = Advancement Via Individual Determination program.
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It would be two years before the Lincoln would make changes to the initial Vision
1. The notable changes to this vision were:
1. All day kindergarten had been accomplished and was dropped from the vision.
2. ESL [English as a Second Language] focus was added.

Figure 2. Vision 2 (2012-2013). ESL = English as a Second Language; PBIS = Positive
Behavior Interventions and Supports; K-5 = kindergarten through fifth grade; AVID =
Advancement Via Individual Determination program; RTI = Response to Intervention;
ALC = Alternative Learning Center.
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Notable changes to this undated Vision 3 from the previous Vision 2 were:
1. Pre-school presence was dropped from the vision, because the new pre-school
wing was being added to the building.
2. SPED [Special Education] focus was added.

Figure 3. Vision 3 (undated). ESL = English as a Second Language; RTI = Response to
Intervention; SPED = Special Education; PBIS = Positive Behavior Interventions and
Supports; K-5 = kindergarten through fifth grade; AVID = Advancement Via Individual
Determination program; ALC = Alternative Learning Center.
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Notable changes to this undated Vision 4 from the previous Vision 3 were:
1. Change in title to match the district’s focus.
2. Getting students middle school ready was added.
3. Addressing barriers to learning was added
4. Math reform was also added.

Figure 4. Vision 4 (undated). ESL = English as a Second Language; RTI = Response to
Intervention; SPED = Special Education; PBIS = Positive Behavior Interventions and
Supports; K-5 = kindergarten through fifth grade; AVID = Advancement Via Individual
Determination program; ALC = Alternative Learning Center.
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Notable changes to this undated Vision 5 from the previous Vision 4 were:
1. RTI [Response to Intervention] morphed into learning supports.
2. K-5 [kindergarten through fifth grade] bullying program had been
incorporated into the school culture and was dropped from the vision.

Figure 5. Vision 5 (undated). EL = English Learners; SPED = Special Education; PBIS
= Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports; AVID = Advancement Via Individual
Determination program; ALC = Alternative Learning Center.
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This undated Vision 6 was quite a bit simpler than the previous Vision 5. Notable
changes were numerous:
1. Several previous focuses were consolidated under curriculum work, which
became a major focus.
2. Learning supports became the second major focus.
3. EL and changing the culture had been incorporated into Lincoln’s work
enough that they were dropped from the vision.

Figure 6. Vision 6 (undated). SPED = Special Education; AVID = Advancement Via
Individual Determination program.

146
This Vision 7, dated 2014-2015, was even simpler than the previous Vision 6.
Notable changes were numerous:
1. Standards audit and work was added under curriculum work.
2. Learning supports and diversity work had been incorporated into Lincoln’s
work enough that they were dropped from the vision.
3. PLC [Professional Learning Communities] work was added and became a
major focus.

Figure 7. Vision 7 (2014-2015). PLC = Professional Learning Communities; AVID =
Advancement Via Individual Determination program.

147
Appendix G
Definition of Educational Acronyms
Education, like most professions, is full of acronyms. Teachers called this
alphabet soup. Here is a list of acronyms used by the teachers during interviews, their
definitions, and the source of the definitions.
ADSIS. Alternative Delivery of Specialized Instructional Services, an application
process for districts and charter schools to apply for state special education aid. The
purpose of ADSIS is to provide instruction to assist students who need additional
academic or behavioral support to succeed in the general education environment. The
goal is to reduce the number of inappropriate referrals to special education by providing
supports early to struggling students. Districts are expected to align the ADSIS program
within their existing continuum of supports, collect data as specified in the application
and submit evaluation information to MDE each year to determine program impact.
(Retrieved February 4, 2016 from
http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/SchSup/SpecEdComp/ADSIS/)
AVID. Advancement Via Individual Determination, a global nonprofit
organization established in 1980, dedicated to closing the achievement gap by preparing
all students for college and other postsecondary opportunities. (Retrieved February 4,
2016 from http://www.avid.org/what-is-avid.ashx)
AYP. Adequate Yearly Progress, a measure by which schools, districts, and
states are held accountable for student performance under Title I of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), the current version of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act. AYP, however, is not a new concept; it was introduced into federal law
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in the ESEA's 1994 reauthorization. (Retrieved February 4, 2016 from
http://www.edweek.org/ew/issues/adequate-yearly-progress/)
EL. English learner, a student who is unable to communicate fluently or learn
effectively in English, who often comes from non-English-speaking homes and
backgrounds, and who typically requires specialized or modified instruction in both
English language and academic courses. (Retrieved February 4, 2016 from
http://edglossary.org/english-language-learner/)
IB. International Baccalaureate, a nonprofit educational foundation offering four
highly respected programs of international education that develop the intellectual,
personal, emotional, and social skills needed to live, learn and work in a rapidly
globalizing world. Schools must be authorized, by the IB organization, to offer any of
the programs. (Retrieved February 4, 2016 from http://www.ibo.org/about-the-ib/)
IDI. Intercultural Development Inventory, which assesses intercultural
competence—the capability to shift cultural perspective and appropriately adapt behavior
to cultural differences and commonalities. Intercultural competence has been identified
as a critical capability in a number of studies focusing on overseas effectiveness of
international sojourners, international business adaptation and job performance,
international student adjustment, international transfer of technology and information,
international study abroad and interethnic relations within nations. (Retrieved February
4, 2016 from https://idiinventory.com/products/)
MCA. Minnesota Comprehensive Assessments, a statewide test that help districts
measure student progress toward Minnesota's academic standards and meet the
requirements of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). (Retrieved
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February 4, 2016 from http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/SchSup/TestAdmin/MNTests/)
PBIS. Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports. The Technical Assistance
Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports is established by the U.S.
Department of Education's Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) to define,
develop, implement, and evaluate a multitiered approach to technical assistance that
improves the capacity of states, districts, and schools to establish, scale up, and sustain
the PBIS framework. Emphasis is given to the impact of implementing PBIS on the
social, emotional and academic outcomes for students with disabilities. (Retrieved
February 4, 2016 from https://www.pbis.org/)
PD. Professional Development, in education, a wide variety of specialized
training, formal education, or advanced professional learning intended to help
administrators, teachers, and other educators improve their professional knowledge,
competence, skill, and effectiveness. (Retrieved February 4, 2016 from
http://edglossary.org/professional-development/)
PLC. A Professional Learning Community, a group of educators that meets
regularly, shares expertise, and works collaboratively to improve teaching skills and the
academic performance of students. The term is also applied to schools or teaching
faculties that use small-group collaboration as a form of professional development.”
(Retrieved February 4, 2016 from http://edglossary.org/professional-learningcommunity/)
Q Comp. Quality Compensation, enacted through a bipartisan agreement in the
Minnesota Legislature in July 2005. It is a voluntary program that allows local districts
and exclusive representatives of the teachers to design and collectively bargain a plan that
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meets the five components of the law. The five components under Q Comp include
Career Ladder/Advancement Options, Job-embedded Professional Development, Teacher
Evaluation, Performance Pay, and an Alternative Salary Schedule. (Retrieved February 4,
2016 from http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/SchSup/QComp/)
SIOP. Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol, a research-based and validated
model of sheltered instruction that has been widely and successfully used across the U.S.
for over 15 years. Professional development in the SIOP model helps teachers plan and
deliver lessons that allow English learners to acquire academic knowledge as they
develop English language proficiency. (Retrieved February 4, 2016 from
http://www.cal.org/siop/)

